




IF NOT US THEN WHO? HOW SENIOR LEVEL BLACK WOMEN ADMINISTRATORS 












Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Education Policy, Organization, and Leadership 
with a concentration in Social and Cultural Studies  
in the Graduate College of the  




Professor William T. Trent, Chair  
Assistant Professor Jasmine Collins, Director of Research 
Professor Eboni M. Zamani-Gallaher 











Although student affairs administrators are rarely the center of analysis when engaging in 
campus climate research, they play an important role in creating co-curricular environments that 
are inclusive of diverse students (Hurtado, 2012). Using the Applied Critical Leadership 
(Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012) framework to operationalize leadership and to celebrate the 
ways in which Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs (VPSAs) acquire institutional 
access to create real change, this study sought to identify how Black women in the VPSA role 
address and create supportive environments for racially minoritized students. The study 
employed two research questions: 1) What identifiable policies, practices, and behaviors do 
Black women VPSAs engage in to create a more welcoming environment for racially 
minoritized students, and 2) if any, what understandings contribute to participants’ motivation to 
create a more welcoming environment for racially minoritized students? This qualitative study 
consisted of twelve semi-structured one-on-one interviews with six participants. Participants 
were Black women VPSAs at various predominantly White institutions (PWIs). Through 
qualitative data analysis, two themes emerged from the data: Reach Out and Touch Somebody’s 
Hand and There’s Beauty in the Struggle.  
 Keywords: Student affairs, Black women, Applied Critical Leadership, Predominantly 
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Higher education institutions are viewed as being strong advocates for diversity and 
equity through the development of research, curricular and co-curricular programs, initiatives, 
student recruitment and retention efforts, and policies. Although these kinds of initiatives may 
aim to diversify the student body, challenges related to feelings of seclusion, academic isolation, 
and overall lack of satisfaction with the undergraduate experience among racially minoritzed 
students (RMS) have been reported— particularly at elite, selective, predominantly White 
institutions and research (Reynolds, Sneva, & Beechler, 2010). These challenges raise important 
questions surrounding student development at these predominantly White campuses.  
Colleges and universities around the United States are continuing to enroll a growing 
number of racially minoritized students. From 2000 to 2014 the undergraduate enrollment for 
Black students increased 119% and 57% for Hispanics (NCES, 2016). “Students of color now 
make up 45% of the undergraduate population, compared with less than 30% two decades ago” 
(Brown, 2019). Despite these changing student demographics, “faculty and administrators at 
predominantly White institutions lack awareness of the special emotional challenges that 
minority students face” (González-Prendes & Thomas, 2011; Grier-Reed, Arcinue, & Inman, 
2015; Hannon, Woodside, Pollard, & Roman, 2016; Henry, Butler, & West, 2011-2012; 
McCorkle, 2012 as cited in Robertson & Dundes, 2017, p. 1). In this study, I intend to provide an 
understanding of how senior-level administrators address feelings of belongingness by creating 
campus environments that foster diversity and offer support for racially minoritized students on 





Affairs to gain better insight into how the field of student affairs plays a critical role in the 
development and growth of undergraduate students outside of the classroom.    
Division of Student Affairs  
For the purpose of this study, student affairs will be defined as the division in which 
personnel aid students in the development of “cognitive and interpersonal skills, leadership 
skills, ethics, and cultural understanding” (Long, 2012, p. 2). Nuss (2003) states, “student affairs 
provides students with the tools and the habits to engage as life-long learners, as well as develop 
students’ ability to translate their educational experiences into the habits of effective citizens” (p. 
83). Student affairs focuses on the environments’ impact on student success outside of the 
classroom. “Professionals in student affairs anticipate the impact that the college environment 
may have on students by taking into consideration mental health, institutional policies, student 
involvement, and more” (Dungy & Gordon, 2011, p. 61). This study explores the policies, 
practices, and behaviors that Black women VPSAs engage in to create a more welcoming 
environment for racially minoritized undergraduate students across campus. In addition, the 
study explores the motivation to create these welcoming spaces across campus.  
Although the division of student affairs can be seen as nurturing, feminine, and often 
times analogous to the counseling side of student development, it requires individuals who work 
in the field to possess strategic thinking skills, people management skills, and change 
management skills. When the division of student affairs was introduced to higher education, its 
primary goals were to monitor the welfare of enrolled students, as well as discipline the students 
whether good or bad. Employees were needed to handle disciplinary issues, student conflict, 
housing administration, and other duties that college presidents and faculty could not. During the 





expected to serve in place of parents or as caretakers, in loco parentis, placing a nurturing and 
feminine connotation on the field of student affairs (Dungy & Gordon, 2011, p. 61). As higher 
education matured, so did the field of student affairs. Although the field of student affairs is still 
sometimes seen as the nurturing and feminine division compared to academic affairs, the field 
has progressed in many instances. A more in-depth history about student affairs will follow in 
Chapter Two.  
Vice President of Student Affairs 
The highest-ranking position within student affairs is the Senior Student Affairs Officer 
(SSAO). Depending on the institution, the title may also be referred to as the Vice President of 
Student Affairs (VPSA), Vice Chancellor of Student Affairs (VCSA), or Provost for Student 
Affairs. Nonetheless, individuals who hold this title report directly to the president or chancellor 
of the university and sits on their cabinet (Kuk & Banning, 2009). Individuals who hold this 
position typically have earned a master’s degree. Although the position of VPSA does not 
require an advanced degree, more professionals are obtaining a doctorate degree to expedite 
career advancement (Tull & Miller, 2009). Tull and Miller (2009) suggest that the path to obtain 
the VPSA position takes anywhere from “11-15 years of full-time experience including K-12 
education, in academic fields or student affairs” (p. 18). The role of VPSA encompasses several 
duties and responsibilities. Prior to becoming a VPSA, it is expected that individuals who are 
seeking this job opportunity have supervised various departments, written policy, supervised 
full-time professional staff, and overseen large budgets. In addition, a VPSA’s duties and 
responsibilities typically include, “personnel management, crisis management, finance, and 
public relations” (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014). However, these responsibilities vary depending on 





campus activities, counseling services, on-campus housing, student conduct, multicultural 
services, financial aid, campus security, women’s centers, Greek life, and more. With a wide 
array of responsibilities, the VPSA is responsible for a transformational experience for all 
students across campus.  
The Vice President of Student Affairs position has grown within the field of student 
affairs. When the student affairs profession was first established in higher education, the highest-
ranking position within the profession was Dean of Men or Dean of Women (Drum, 1993). Due 
to the Civil War, women were entering college at a faster pace, and by “1870 21% of the 
undergraduate population were women” (Graham, 1978, p. 764). With the increasing number of 
women attending colleges, employees were needed to address the needs of this growing 
population. Once the duties and responsibilities became too overbearing for faculty, colleges and 
universities had to create administrative positions to address the needs of their women students. 
The position dean of women was established to address some of these concerns often being 
viewed as chaperones and disciplinaries (Schwartz, 1997). To fill the gap of administrative 
services once faculty dismissed certain responsibilities, the deans became less focused on 
chaperoning and disciplining and placed more emphasis on student growth and development 
through student activities (Drum, 1993).  
With the changing complexity of colleges and universities and topics of retention 
becoming an increasingly major issue for colleges and universities, the position of dean of 
students was reclassified as Vice President of Student Affairs (Drum, 1993; NASPA, 1992). 
Today, VPSAs across colleges and universities are crucial to the development and retention of 
students across campus. The departments that the VPSAs oversee are critical to the development 





2010). Departments that are overseen by the VPSA, such as women’s centers, multicultural 
services, counseling services, Greek life, and campus activities (sometimes referred to as student 
development), can also contribute to the sense of belonging and retention rates for minority 
students (O’Keeffe, 2013). Three core concepts of student affairs, as reported by the National 
Association for Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), include “encouraging an 
understanding and respect for diversity, believing in the worth of individuals, and supporting 
students in their development.” This study focuses on the role of VPSAs for three reasons: (a) a 
core concept of student affairs is to encourage, understand, and respect diversity, which is ironic 
given the lack of diversity in VPSA positions across predominantly White institutions; (b) the 
impact this position has on the student body and campus climates at PWIs; and (c) diversifying 
senior-level student affairs positions can contribute to the sense of belonging for 
underrepresented students.  
Statement of Problem 
In my study, I view the problem as two-fold. The first problem is a lack of representation 
in the VPSA role as it relates to marginalized populations, specifically women of color. Although 
colleges and universities place attention and efforts on the recruitment and retention of a diverse 
student body, institutions often fail to execute appropriate hiring practices and retention 
strategies for minority student affairs administrators (Turner, Gonzalez, & Wood, 2008). The 
presence of women in student affairs has been prominent since its onset in higher education. 
Student affairs has often been “feminized” except when it comes to higher level leadership 
positions, including vice provost, vice chancellor, chancellor, president, etc. Although women 





positions in the field, and are clustered at the assistant, associate, and director level positions 
(Jones & Komives, 2001).   
The second problem the study addresses is the experiences of racially minoritized 
students (RMS) on predominantly White campuses. With the increase of RMS and the constant 
change of demographics in higher education the experiences of RMS continue to remain 
relevant, particularly as they relate to campus racial climate. With the study being two-fold, I am 
bridging the gap by introducing Black women VPSAs as being significant in racially minoritized 
students’ experiences. I argue that their role is important in creating a culturally engaging 
environment that is inclusive of diverse students, which ultimately shapes their sense of 
belongingness and outcomes. 
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study is to identify how the Vice Presidents of Student Affairs 
(VPSAs) role contributes to student development outside of the classroom by understanding how 
VPSAs address belongingness and create supportive environments for racially minoritized 
students. Since VPSAs oversee departments and units that are crucial to student development 
outside of the classroom, it is important for co-curricular activities to contribute to the 
engagement, sense of belonging, and retention of students. Specifically, these spaces are vital for 
RMS due to the cited research on RMS feeling isolated on predominantly White campuses. 
Although there is extensive research on the importance of symbolic representation, few studies 
focus on Black women VPSAs and their impact on the campus environment. By studying Black 
women VPSAs, scholars in the field can begin to build conversations around diversifying 





begin pursuing ways to hire and promote Black women in vice provost, vice chancellor, 
chancellor, and presidential positions in student affairs by challenging the dominant narrative.  
Research Questions 
Two research questions guided the study in order to understand how Vice Presidents of 
Student Affairs role contributes to student development outside of the classroom. 
1. What identifiable policies, practices, and/or behaviors, if any, do Black women VPSAs 
engage in to intentionally create a more welcoming environment for racially minoritized 
students?  
2. If any, what understandings contribute to the motivation to intentionally create a more 
welcoming environment for racially minoritized students?  
Conceptual Framework 
This study was conducted to examine how Black women VPSAs create a more 
welcoming environment for RMS on predominantly White campuses. In addition, the study 
examined the motivation behind Black women VPSAs to create a more welcoming environment 
for RMS. The primary goal was to understand how the VPSAs role contributes to student 
development outside of the classroom by understanding how VPSAs address belongingness and 
create supportive environments for RMS.  
To clarify the relationship between key concepts I developed a conceptual model. The 
model is centered around Black women VPSAs due to several influences their position has on 
key concepts presented in the study. Positioned above the Black women VPSAs directly 
influencing their work is the theoretical framework. In this particular study, the Applied Critical 
Leadership (Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012) framework situates the Black women VPSAs at the 
forefront to confront and transform educational spaces. The VPSAs consider the social context of 
their educational communities (PWIs) to enact change based on their identities. The behaviors, 





impact RMS. I used the ACL model to explain how these women address issues of social justice, 
educational equity, and educational change through their intersecting identities and past 
experiences. Moreover, I argue that Black women VPSAs social identities allow them to see 
alternative perspectives that aid in disrupting social barriers that hinder student belonging.   
In the model, positioned around Black women VPSAs, are PWIs, RMS, and student 
affairs offices. These three contexts are directly influenced by Black women VPSAs. In addition 
to Black women VPSAs directly influencing these three contexts, the contexts show a relation 
with one another. For example, the model shows the relationship between PWIs and RMS on one 
side and on the other it demonstrates the relationship between RMS and student affairs offices. 
According to O’Keeffe (2013), student affairs offices such as women’s centers, multicultural 
services, counseling services, Greek life, and campus activities (sometimes referred to as student 
development) can also contribute to the sense of belonging and retention rates for RMS.  
Using both the theoretical and conceptual frameworks, I view Black women VPSAs as 
having a direct impact on PWIs, student affairs offices, and RMS through their leadership 
practices and intersecting racial and gendered identities. Drawing on intersecting identities, past 
experiences, and understandings of diverse groups, the VPSAs employ the ACL model to enact 
change with equity at the basis of their leadership. The factors represented in the model 
individually and collectively contribute to the understanding of the direct influence Black women 























Applied Critical Leadership is a “strengths-based model of leadership practice where 
educational leaders consider the social context of their educational communities and empower 
individual members of these communities based on educational leaders’ identities as perceived 
through critical race theory (CRT) or another critical lens” (Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012, p. 
5). The Applied Critical Leadership theory framework provides a means to consider multiple 
perspectives that encompass the intersectionality of the participants. Applied Critical Leadership 
employs three different stages (transformative leadership, critical multiculturalism, and Critical 
Race Theory; CRT). The Applied Critical Leadership model draws upon positive attributes of a 
leader’s identity to ask: “In what ways does my identity enhance my ability to see alternate 
ACL Framework:  
Social context of 
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perspectives and practice effective leadership” (Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012, p. 8). 
Addressing questions like the one above provides a foundation for a different leadership 
approach in terms of addressing issues of social justice, educational equity, and educational 
change.  
This emerging theoretical framework allows leaders to reflect on various characteristics 
of one’s identity through transformative leadership, critical multiculturalism, and Critical Race 
Theory. Tichy and Ulrich (2008) define transformational leadership as “bringing about 
fundamental changes in the organizations basic political and cultural systems” (p. 1). Leaders 
who adopt a transformational leadership framework create new practices from old ones that 
challenge the organization’s current structures. In the transformational leadership phase, 
language, culture, and experiences of individuals are not explicitly stated while transcendent 
leadership is being practiced. The critical multiculturalism phase employs theory toward praxis 
for applied multicultural education for all individuals within a diverse context. McDowell and 
Fang (2007) refer to critical multiculturalism as a “perspective that values diversity and 
acknowledges the politics of cultural differences and social location” (p. 551). Critical 
multiculturalism draws from multicultural, critical, and feminist discourses to support racial, 
ethnic, and cultural equity, in relation to identity politics and social location (McDowell & Fang, 
2007). In this phase of ACL, language, culture, and experiences of leaders explicitly impact 
praxis. Through this framework a critical multiculturalism perspective offers a better 
understanding of how Black women working in Predominantly White Institutions draw on their 
language, culture, and experiences to inform their leadership practices. From the ideology of 





emerging from socio-cultural realities that have challenged their leadership experiences” 
(Stanley, 2009, p. 28).  
 Leaders who employ the Applied Critical Leadership (ACL) model use CRT at the 
critical multiculturalism and transformative leadership phase to explore their identity with an 
emphasis on race. CRT examines race and racism across dominant cultures by examining how 
these dominant cultures perpetuate systematic racism. Individuals who practice CRT attempt to 
understand how these spaces are affected by cultural perceptions of race, as well as how to 
represent themselves in these spaces. Through a CRT lens, individuals who practice ACL use 
stories of people of color to explore identity and critique open mindedness. As others have 
documented, there is added value in the stories and narrative accounts educational leaders of 
color, women in particular, share about the ways in which they lead, which are qualitatively 
different from historically mainstream leadership practices (Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 1998; 
Dantley & Tillman, 2006; Jean-Marie, 2010; Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012). Although the 
ACL model is considered to be emergent and not many studies have used the framework, it 
offers a critical insight to what it means to lead from a social context point of view with one’s 
identity at the forefront. New ways of thinking about and applying educational leadership offer a 
departure from hegemonic conceptualizations of what it means to lead in educational contexts 
(Bogotch, 2002; Brooks & Normore, 2010; Young & Brooks, 2008 as cited in Santamaría & 
Santamaría, 2015).  
For this particular study, the ACL framework is used to operationalize leadership in a 
way that challenges the status quo. Few scholars have taken a look at what it means to 
conceptualize leadership from a framework that addresses an individual’s multiple intersecting 





theories also employ. To differentiate ACL from other leadership frameworks, Santamaría and 
Santamaría (2012) posits ACL chooses to address educational issues and challenges, in response 
to a change in power, domination, access, and achievement imbalances, by using a critical race 
perspective in an educational context. In addition to CRT, the framework draws upon how 
transformational leadership and critical multiculturalism intersect in higher education leadership 
to reconceptualize intersecting identities of racially minoritized individuals and their impact on 
leadership practices.  
ACL is needed in conversations surrounding race, equity, social justice, and higher 
education. In their 2012 empirical study, Santamaría and Santamaría found that critical leaders 
innately strive to remove racism within their educational environments through their non-
conventional and culturally responsive practices. The ACL framework is essential to this study, 
because it suggests that behaviors, practices, and policies engaged in by participants address the 
barriers present at their institutions that ultimately impact the experiences of racially minoritized 
students. Not only does this framework address the barriers, but as an alternative, ACL positions 
the critical leaders at the forefront to confront and transform these spaces through these various 
behaviors, practices, and policies. Drawing on intersecting identities, past experiences, and 
understandings of diverse groups, participants employ the ACL model to enact change with 
equity at the basis of their leadership.  
Although ACL is the main framework for this study, it is important to acknowledge 
intersectionality as a framework. “Ultimately, intersectionality seeks to demonstrate the racial 
variation(s) within gender and race through its attention to subjects whose identities contest race-
or-gender categorizations” (Nash, 2008, p. 127). “Black feminist theory articulates a framework 





relevant to this study, as the term rejects the “single axis framework” and considers the various 
ways in which cultural identity and gender interact to shape multiple dimensions of Black 
women’s experiences (Crenshaw, 1991). The theory of intersectionality is a way to conceptualize 
identity by enabling a vision of equality. An intersectional analysis framework offers a critical 
and political response to the discrimination that Black women encounter in predominantly White 
institutions. Intersectionality and ACL were used to inform the research questions, guide the 
selection of interview questions, and to construct explanations for the existing phenomenon. For 
this particular study the behaviors, practices, and policies the Black women VPSAs consciously 
engage in serve as one portion of the existing phenomenon. In addition, the factors that 
contribute to the participants motivation to create a welcoming environment also serves as part of 
the phenomenon.   
Figure 2. Applied Critical Leadership model, Santamaría and Santamaría (2012) 
 
Significance 
 This study intends to fill the gap in literature as well as inform hiring practices across 
higher education institutions in America. This study begins to respond to the lack of Black 
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affairs by focusing on Black women senior-level student affairs administrators and their role as 
VPSAs, to create an environment of campus supportiveness at predominantly White institutions. 
The data in the study adds value to the scant literature that rarely identifies and celebrates the 
positive attributes of educational leaders from historically underrepresented groups and addresses 
Black women VPSA’s need to create real change through mainstream institutional access.  
Quite a few research studies have looked at leadership experiences of White males 
in a higher education context (Davis, 2012), but few have researched the topic of Black women 
in leadership positions within the same higher education context. Existing literature shows a 
great amount of research focused on the experiences of minority women faculty members in 
higher education, (Boyd et al., 2010; Luna et al., 2010; Diggs et al., 2009; Andrews, 2014), but 
few studies are present regarding Black women senior-level student affairs administrators. The 
literature does not exhibit the leadership practices of Black women in senior-level administrative 
positions in student affairs, as well as how these women are engaging in policies and practices to 
intentionally create more welcoming environments for RMS. The profession of student affairs 
has progressed as the population of students have enlarged and diversified; in so doing, the 
importance and the necessity for the field has grown.  
In a field that is committed to the wholistic development of students, diversifying senior-
level student affairs positions can contribute to the sense of belonging for underrepresented 
students. A sophomore student, Joyce Kim, who attends the University of Pennsylvania stated, “I 
think it’s very powerful when I see an administrator who’s a minority. It reinforces the idea that 
this is somebody like me who I can be as well” (Zweifler, 2013, para. 28). Whittaker and 
colleagues (2015) claim that “innovation in promoting diversification at the faculty and 





support at the underrepresented student level” (p. 137). To support this claim, researchers have 
produced studies that show that “mentoring as a form of cultural capital to students of color are 
often linked to the number of professors and administrators of color available to serve in such 
capacity” (Gasman, 2010; Whittaker & Montgomery, 2014; Zambrana, Ray, Espino, Castro, 
Cohen, & Eliason, 2015). With society’s views constantly evolving to include diverse 
populations in institutions, it is critical to study the ways in which Black women foster 
environments of support in their roles as Vice Presidents of Student Affairs. To address the lack 
of diversity and equity in the hiring practices for higher education institutions, institutions must 
implement hiring practices for women, and in particular, Black women. Effectively doing so 
means understanding higher education as an institution and understanding the need for culturally 
relevant environments and pedagogy. 
Positionality 
I realize that my role as a Black woman who aspires to be in student affairs may 
potentially create bias in my interpretation of the data. During my college career, I only attended 
both large and small predominantly White institutions. My undergraduate experience had a 
significant influence on my interest in student affairs. While my undergraduate institution was a 
small public institution consisting of mostly White students, White faculty, and White 
administrators, I often wondered why no one looked like me. If they did look like me, the 
individuals did not hold tenured faculty positions or senior-level administrative positions. I was 
heavily involved as an undergraduate co-creating an organization, holding administrative 
positions (VP, secretary, and treasure), studying abroad, and volunteering. At the time, my 
knowledge of student affairs and what it entails was minimal. Through an internship and various 





affairs. These experiences further my passion for wanting to study the identity of Black women 
in senior-level student affairs positions. My engagement with various student affairs 
administrators left me wanting more. Although, I have some training and background within 
student affairs my interactions with those individuals fueled my sense of wondering. I was 
motivated to pursue this study for a number of reasons: (a) the role that my mentor played in my 
undergraduate career and beyond; (b) during my college experience, no one I encountered at a 
senior-level position looked like me; (c) I am interested in pursuing student affairs when I am 
done with my degree; and (d) my culture, my identity, my values and beliefs are instilled in 
everything I do. Learning how women who share some of the same identities as I create 
inclusive and supportive environments for Black undergraduate women is crucial to my personal 
and professional development.  
Definition of Terms 
 The current study uses words that can be described in synonymous ways. The following 
section provides definitions for words used throughout the study.  
Black—Inclusive of the multitude of cultures of people who select African American on 
forms, applications, and surveys. “Black women may identify as African, Caribbean, Spanish, 
African American, or some combination” (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010, p. 174). Black and 
African American will be used interchangeably. African American will predominantly be used if 
direct quotes are taken from the literature, if the literature frames a certain statement with the 
term African American, or if direct quotes come from a participant saying African American. 





Historically Black Colleges (HBCUs)—Any Historically Black college or university that 
was established prior to 1964, whose principal mission is the education of Black Americans 
(Higher Education Act, 1965).  
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs)—Institutions whose undergraduate enrollment 
is 50% or more White students.  
Racially Minoritized Students (RMS) — Undergraduate students who racially identify as 
Black/African American, Hispanic, Asian, Indian/Native American.  
Senior-level administrator—Throughout the study, senior-level administrator will be 
used interchangeably with Vice President of Student Affairs, referring directly to someone who 
reports to the chancellor or president of the institution, depending on the institutional 
organization.  
Student Affairs—Student affairs refers to the overall growth and well-being of students at 
colleges and universities through various campus resources, including but not limited to career 
services, cultural centers, dean of students, counseling centers, etc. Nuss (2003) states “student 
affairs provides students with the tools and the habits to engage as life-long learners, and in 
developing students’ ability to translate their educational experiences into the habits of effective 
citizens” (p. 83).  
Women of color—Racial groups comprised of Black/African American, Hispanic, Asian, 
Indian/Native American. This term is used to describe all women in this group and is mainly 








 This chapter reviews relevant literature pertaining to the higher education experiences for 
RMS. In addition, this chapter provides literature on higher education and student affairs, 
furthering my argument on the importance of studying the position of Vice President of Student 
Affairs. Chapter Two is intended to provide the reader with an in-depth synopsis of the intended 
purposes of higher education, the structure of higher education institutions, and how racially 
minoritized individuals continue to fight for their positions in American higher education. A 
historical background is provided in the chapter to help one realize how the structure and history 
of higher education plays an important role in shaping, redefining, and conceptualizing the role 
of Vice President of Student Affairs.   
Historical Overview  
Purpose of Higher Education 
 The history of American education is multifaceted, rigid, and complex. The Meriam 
Webster Dictionary (2011), defines education as “the knowledge, skill, and understanding that an 
individual receives from attending school, college, or university.” The earliest form of organized 
schooling, The Common School Movement, spearheaded by Horace Mann, “was structured to 
engulf students with moral, ethical, and social notions” (Fraser, 2010, p. 17). In fact, the earliest 
form of education did not focus on academics such as mathematics and reading, but family, 
values, religion, and community. Over time, the purposes of education have altered but 
ultimately remained the same.  
 McGill and Brockbank (2007) argue that the purpose of higher education goes beyond 





lifelong, critical, and transformational learning in its students (McGill & Brockbank, 2007). 
Higher educational institutions aspire to ensure that their students can realize their aspirations 
after college as well as provide an enriching experience while in college. O’Banion and Wilson 
(2010) recognize that all levels of institutions “ascribe to ‘service’ as an expression of their core 
values as they work to improve society at the local, state, national, and international level” (p. 1). 
As the state of higher education has changed over time, so has the purpose. It seems that many 
researchers (Bess, 2000; Bok, 2013; Checkoway, 2001; Fitzgerald, Bruns, & Sonka, 2016; 
Montesinos, Carot, & Martinez, 2008; O’Banion & Wilson, 2010) agree that higher education 
institutions are in pursuit of three key missions: research, teaching, and service.  
 It is a common goal of colleges and universities, regardless of institution type, that 
institutions need to prepare students for a “useful occupation” (Bok, 2013, p. 29). “The growth of 
the American economy and its rapid industrialization brought increasing demands for practical 
training” (Bok, 2013, p. 29). We can still argue this today with the ever-changing economy and 
the continuous advancement of technology. Early on in American higher education, the first 
public universities provided courses in engineering, business administration, science, physical 
education, teacher training, sanitation, and public health. In 1862, the Morrill Act was passed 
promoting the development of land-grant institutions and promoting instruction in agriculture 
and the mechanical arts.  
 In addition to teaching, one of the purposes of higher education is research. In 1876, John 
Hopkins founded a graduate school dedicated to research and training students for careers in 
research related to science and scholarship. Not long after, other universities such as Stanford 
University, University of Chicago, Columbia University, and Harvard University created 





after, research became a part of every major American university. The third goal, service, 
became a goal due to faculty sharing a common aim dedicated to providing undergraduate 
students with a well-rounded education. As society has grown more complex, universities have 
increasingly engaged in a variety of service activities, including “offering technical advice and 
expertise to local businesses, government agencies, school systems, and other organizations, 
developing affordable housing in their neighborhoods, helping to build universities overseas, and 
releasing faculty members for a period of time to do public service” (Bok, 2013, p. 30). In short, 
although the purpose(s) of higher education may have shifted overtime, institutions have a 
common goal of providing an enriching experience to undergraduate students through teaching, 
service, and research.    
Race in Higher Education 
Through a sociological lens, education in America is plagued with social inequalities that 
hinder specific individuals from attending higher education. Racism is one of the most prominent 
and pressing issues in the field of education as it relates to educational outcomes. From early on 
in American history, race has always been a determining factor in education as it relates to 
admissions, quality of resources in schools, test scores, and several other factors. When higher 
education was introduced, it was intended for the affluent and the structures and practices that 
were in place discriminated against individuals who identified as non-white. Admissions were 
prohibited to African Americans, Latinx, Native Americans, Asian Americans, and any other 
individuals who did not identify as white.   
Due to the discrimination of racial minorities in higher education in the mid-1800s 
minority serving institutions (MSIs) such as HBCUs began to educate African Americans at 





teachers or tradesmen. The Morrill Act of 1862 was put in place to donate public land to several 
states to provide colleges for agriculture and mechanic arts purposes. Although intentionally 
funded at lower levels than White institutions, Black colleges offered vocational and mechanical 
training rather than liberal education because vocational and mechanical skills were the keys to 
Black advancement (Bowen et al., 2005, p. 23). The Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890 forced 
states to either provide separate educational facilities for African American students or admit 
them to existing colleges (Haynes, 2006). In response to the second Morrill Land Grant Act, 
southern and border states moved to increase systems of higher education by establishing 
colleges and universities under separate but equal. This approach to providing higher education 
opportunities for African American students led to further increases in the numbers of Black 
colleges and universities. One outcome of the act of was that southern states were forced to 
finance HBCUs. Several widely known HBCUs were founded as a result of the Morrill Land 
Grant Act of 1890. Fast forward nearly 100 years, we see the creation of other MSIs such as 
Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs). MSIs 
continue striving to provide their students with the social and educational skills needed to 
overcome racial discrimination and limited economic opportunities.   
While MSIs were being created, laws were passed to allow racial minorities to enter the 
selective elite institutions they were once barred from. Affirmative action, an often-
misunderstood concept, began to address the racial discrimination in admissions to these 
selective institutions. By the mid-1960s, colleges and universities began to actively recruit 
students of color, but admitting racially minoritized students turned out to be anything but 
simple. Historically, highly-visible court cases, especially Civil Right court cases, have 





Act of 1964 reached the Supreme Court. In 1978, the ruling of Regents of University of 
California v. Bakke upheld affirmative action in admissions. Justice Lewis Powell’s decision 
concluded that it was permissible to take race into account among several other factors (Bowen, 
Kurzweil, Tobin, & Pichler, 2005, p. 143). The Hopwood v. Texas decision in 1996 threatened to 
overturn Bakke when four White plaintiffs who had been rejected from the University of Texas 
at Austin’s School of Law challenged the institutions’ admission policies. The decision was 
repealed in 2003. More recently, 2016 Fisher v. University of Texas was taken to the Supreme 
Court, where the ultimate decision remained that the University of Texas constitutionally applied 
the University’s race-sensitive admissions policy. Despite the numerous contributions of 
scholarship, research, and data collection, race remains among the top issues in education. The 
body of scholarship dedicated to studies related to race and education illustrate immense 
contributions to the field of sociology of education.   
Foundations of Student Affairs 
The field of student affairs began in colonial colleges with the introduction of the concept 
of in loco parentis; indicating that faculty and administration of colleges and universities take the 
place of parents for students at school.  In loco parentis originally occurred in dormitories where 
curfews, guidelines, restrictions, expectations, and disciplinary consequences for actions were 
established by the faculty members (Nuss, 2003). “The shortage of male students due to the Civil 
War made institutions consider tuition paying women. Due to this shortage women began to 
attend colleges and universities and became 21% of the total undergraduate enrollment by 1870” 
(Graham, 1978). As the enrollment of women increased, “many college presidents began to 
appoint female faculty members to advise, assist, and counsel the female students on campus” 





The duties became too much responsibility for faculty and staff. Individuals were hired to assist, 
advise, and counsel women students to help relieve some of the administrative duties that faculty 
often were responsible for. These positions were given the title “dean of women” to take on the 
in loco parentis role, thus introducing the profession of student affairs (Delworth et al., 1989).  
Once the position of Dean of Women became a part of institutions, the undergraduate 
experiences of many female students began to alter. Not only was the role important for students, 
but also for women who were gaining a position of dean of women. The role of Dean of Women 
was a gateway for women to hold leadership positions in higher education, something that was 
nonexistent prior to the Civil War. This role laid the foundation of professional practice for 
women in higher education administration and student services including, “graduate study, the 
development of professional associations, research on students, college environments, and 
student guidance and counseling” (Schwartz, 1997, p. 504). According to Schwartz (1997), “the 
entire field of student services, from admission and orientation to student activities, residential 
housing, and career services, can be traced to the work of Deans of Women” (p. 505). By the end 
of 1930, 32.5% of college presidents, professors, and instructors were women (Blitz, 1974).  
From inception, the profession of student affairs has demonstrated a commitment to the 
student’s holistic development while they are in pursuit of their academic degree. In the mid-19th 
century, activities that occurred outside the classroom, such as literary associations and student 
publications, served to challenge students in areas outside of their field of study (Nuss, 2003). A 
realization of the growth of the profession and its need within higher education was 
demonstrated through the development of graduate level curricula. The first master’s degree 
related to student personnel administration was as an Advisor of Women in 1914; the first 





graduate degrees in counseling and/or administration, and they study adult development theory 
in order to manage the “social, physical, moral, and spiritual well-being of students” (Delworth 
et al., 1989, p. 6).  
In 1910, the establishment of professional associations with the American Association of 
University Women (AAUW) emerged. Other student affairs professional organizations were 
started, merged, digressed, or went through name changes as the titles within higher education 
changed.  Finally, in 1951 after some failed attempts under a different name, the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) was founded; it still exists as one of 
the two primary organizations that represent student affairs professionals (Nuss, 2003). The other 
core student affairs professional organization is the American College Personnel Association 
(ACPA), which began in 1924. The 1937 Student Personnel Point of View (SPPV) serves as a 
guide in the field of student affairs, not only to understand the nature and extent of student 
personnel work, but also to further develop student affairs (Dungy & Gordon, 2011). Upon the 
approval of the 1937 report by American Council on Education (ACE), the ACE established a 
Committee on Student Personnel Work to “continue to examine specific practices in 
accomplishing the goals of higher education” (Dungy & Gordon, 2011, p. 65). The 1949 SPPV 
report included desired developmental outcomes for students that ranged from forming ethical 
values to choosing a vocation.  
“Student affairs was originally founded to support the academic mission of the college” 
(Nuss, 2003, p. 65), and it is still serving in that capacity today; however, the profession has 
changed along with the needs of the students. The profession of student affairs has progressed as 
the populations of students have increased and diversified; in so doing, the importance and the 





higher education alongside academic faculty to develop life skills and competences that students 
need for a lifetime (Dungy & Ellis, 2011).  
Organizational Overview 
Structure of Higher Education 
Higher education institutions include an array of defining characteristics, including public 
and private, large or small, research intensive, religiously affiliated, and even urban, suburban, 
and rural in terms of location. “Colleges and universities, through their research, disciplines, and 
academic programs, increasingly define the legitimacy of knowledge in modern society” (Clark, 
1983; Frank & Meyer, 2007 as cited in Bastedo, 2012, p. 3). According to Brint (2018), the 
“traditional structures and purposes of colleges and universities are intended to produce two 
outcomes: the expansion of knowledge and the development of students’ cognitive capacities and 
subject matter knowledge” (p. 4).  
Institutions differ in many ways, including their enrollments, programs, structures, and 
resource bases. Here, I offer two different organizational leadership charts within two different 
institutional types that will be represented in the study. The charts provided are to offer a better 
understanding and visual of the different types of organizational structures within higher 
education, depending on the institution type. The charts presented in this section are institutions 
represented in the sample; they reflect similarities including enrollment size, organizational 
structure, and institution type (4-year public and 4-year private not-for-profit). Each chart was 
adopted from the respective institutions’ website. Depending on the size, type, and culture of 
institution, the organizational structure varies. For example, one type of institution represented in 
the sample is a 4-year public institution with an undergraduate enrollment of about 11,000 





private not-for-profit, research intensive institution with an undergraduate enrollment of 8,000 
students. The way these two institutional structures are represented in terms of organization are 
vastly different. If institutions are conceptualized as systems with various components, it may be 
easier to understand how the division of student affairs is a vital component to the organization 
of higher education.  
“A system is an organized whole that has two or more interdependent parts (or 
subsystems) and is separated from its environment by a boundary” (Kast & Rosenzweig, 1973, 
as cited in Birnbaum, 1988, p. 30). The systems that comprise the organization of higher 
education are composed of components that interact. These components include: presidents, 
deans, department chairs, faculty, provosts, and similar personnel. They interact at various levels 
to produce outputs for students (Birnbaum, 1988). For example, students enter college and 
interact with a variety of personnel such as the ones listed above. The goal is for these 
interactions to help students matriculate through college and possess several skills including:  
critical thinking, problem solving, working in diverse teams, ethical reasoning, and 
communicating to become responsible employees and citizens. Within the institution’s structure, 
the field of student affairs interacts with students to develop coherent values and ethical 
standards, use resources to effectively achieve institutional missions and goals, engage students 
in active learning, and build supportive and inclusive communities.   
 The first organizational chart (University of Maryland) represents a 4-year, public, large 
institution. In this organizational chart, the president of the university is situated at the top for 
other personnel to report to. At this particular university, the Vice President of Student Affairs is 






Figure 3. University of Maryland organizational chart (2019)   
 
The second organizational chart is adopted from Brandeis University, a private research 
university. In this organizational structure, the Board of Trustees is at the top. The division of 
student affairs reports to the provost, in which they then report to the president. Despite who the 
unit of student affairs reports to in each organizational structure, the VPSA has a responsibility to 
be the voice for students when they are not present. The VPSA has a unique position within the 















Figure 4. Brandeis University organizational chart (2019) 
 
How Student Affairs Fits into the Mission of Higher Education  
Drawing upon the history of student affairs, it seems as if the field of student affairs has 
always needed to defend its position within higher education. Individuals outside the division of 
student affairs question the field and its overall purpose. Questions like what are the job 
descriptions of student affairs professionals? How does student affairs fit into the mission of 
higher education? Why is the field of student affairs needed? How can the field of student affairs 
contribute to the purpose of higher education? Lastly, what is the difference between academic 





As one thinks about the many functions of student affairs, including leading, counseling, 
educating, supervising, program development, managing, assessment and evaluation, advising, 
and more, one must consider how the field of student affairs functions in the context of higher 
education. The globalization of higher education demands that student affairs professionals 
“prepare students to compete with their peers from around the world for the best 
postbaccalaureate benefits—that is, jobs and graduate and professional school admission” 
(Moneta & Jackson, 2011, p. 5).  
 The field of student affairs recognizes that faculty are the foundation of institutions, 
because without them the three main purposes of higher education would be nonexistent. With 
this acknowledgement, VPSAs and their staff make significant contributions to enhancing the 
quality of the overall education experiences on campus. Moneta and Jackson (2011) use the 
analogy that student affairs personnel are like “the deputy mayors of small to medium-sized 
cities, responsible for the services and programs that create and maintain communities of 
common purpose based on shared vision, values, and commitment to excellence” (p. 3). With the 
constant change of new technologies, the increasing cost of higher education, the changing 
student demographics, and the criticism for moral and ethical climate on campuses, the field of 
student affairs faces many challenges within the context of higher education. Since 1937, when 
the American Council on Education published the first Student Personnel Point of View, the field 
of student affairs has been upfront about their commitments and values. The field of student 
affairs believes that “higher education has the responsibility to develop citizens capable of 
contributing to the betterment of society and higher education has a duty to help students reach 





Administration (NASPA) published seven principles of good practice for the field of student 
affairs. Good practice in student affairs includes:  
1. Engaging student in active learning  
2. Helping students develop coherent values and ethical standards  
3. Setting and communicates high expectations for learning  
4. Using systematic inquiry to improve student and institutional performance  
5. Using resources effectively to achieve institutional missions and goals  
6. Forging educational partnerships that advance student learning  
7. Building supportive and inclusive communities    
To further elaborate on three of the seven principles (engage students in active learning, 
use resources effectively to achieve institutional missions and goals, and build supportive and 
inclusive communities), the Principles of Good Practice document describes how the field of 
student affairs carries forth these principles. To engage students in active learning means to  
invite students to bring their life experiences into the learning process, reflect on their 
own and others’ perspectives as they expand their viewpoints, and apply new 
understandings to their own lives. Good student affairs practice provides students with 
opportunities for experimentation through programs focused on engaging students in 
various learning experiences. These opportunities include experiential learning such as 
student government; collective decision making on educational issues; field-based 
learning such as internships; peer instruction; and structured group experiences such as 
community service, international study, and resident advising. (NASPA, n.d., para. 12) 
 
The principle of using resources effectively to achieve institutional missions and goals 
means that:  
effective student affairs divisions are responsible stewards of their institutions’ financial 
and human resources. They use principles of organizational planning to create and 
improve learning environments throughout the campus that emphasize institutions’ 
desired educational outcomes for students. Because the most important resources for 
learning are human resources, good student affairs divisions involve professionals who 





development, learning and cognition, communication, leadership, and program design 
and implementation. (NASPA, n.d., para. 16) 
 
For student affairs to build supportive and inclusive communities, it is important to 
recognize that: 
student learning occurs best in communities that value diversity, promote social 
responsibility, encourage discussion and debate, recognize accomplishments, and foster a 
sense of belonging among their members. Good student affairs practice cultivates 
supportive environments by encouraging connections between students, faculty, and 
student affairs practitioners. This interweaving of students’ academic, interpersonal, and 
developmental experiences is a critical institutional role for student affairs. (NASPA, 
n.d., para. 18) 
 
 Student affairs administrators face many different expectations regarding their roles on 
campus. Chief student affairs administrators are an integral part of the institution’s management 
team. I argue the field of student affairs aligns with the purposes and mission of higher education 
in a way that is conducive to enhancing the quality of the overall educational experiences on 
campus. Student affairs does this by providing counseling, education, supervision, program 
development, management, assessment and evaluation, among a myriad of other responsibilities.  
The New Vice President of Student Affairs Role  
The VPSA must respect and build on their profession’s legacy, while recognizing the 
need to expand traditional boundaries, develop new skills, competencies, and challenge 
their colleagues in academic and student affairs to reconceptualize how student support 
services are designed, delivered, and assessed (Culp, 2011, p. 15). 
 
Culp (2011) shared the following traits that highly effective VPSAs should possess in their roles 
to effectively provide services across campus.  
1. VPSAs are all leaders as well as managers and realize that no one-size-fits-all student 
affairs model exists. 
2. They connect student affairs to learning and the college to its students. 
3. They understand the competencies and knowledge of skilled student affairs professionals 





4. They know how to build trust, create teams, communicate effectively, motivate, inspire, 
and influence the college community.  
5. VPSAs do not allow themselves to be fenced in; they view themselves as leaders in the 
college and the community; not just student affairs (Culp, 2011, p. 17).  
With the constant change of student demographics at a heightened concern for institutions, 
VPSAs must consider how their role compliments this change. Through programs, dialogues, 
and collaborations across campus, VPSAs can begin to address and foster the demographic shifts 
needed to include marginalized populations that historically have not had access or welcoming 
experiences in these spaces.   
Disparities in Race and Gender of Professionals in Higher Education 
While the division of student affairs believes in building supportive and inclusive 
communities within the student body, the racial and gendered composition of senior level 
administrators in higher education continues to be disproportionate. Women have been 
underrepresented in many aspects of higher education from tenured faculty to senior-level 
leadership positions despite great strides in leadership in both public and private sectors. 
Furthermore, particularly Black women and other women of color continue to be marginalized 
into non-senior-level administrative positions within student affairs (Turner, Gonzalez, & Wood, 
2008).  
A research brief by McChesney (2018) found that at the intersection of gender and race, 
women of color and men of color were underrepresented and being paid less across all positions 
in higher education. For women of color in particular, they tend to be underrepresented in full-
time tenured faculty positions (NCES, 2012; Flaherty, 2016), presidency (Britton, 2013; 
McChesney, 2018; Oikelome, 2017), and within senior level administrative positions (King & 





diverse than other college professions, the field still lacks racial representation (Bauer-Wolf, 
2018).   
Figure 5 below depicts the representation in American higher education. The graph 
describes the representation in terms of race and gender (women of color, men of color, White 
women, White men). In this figure, the representation of the U.S. population, as well as the 
representation among 4-year degree holders, are depicted and can be compared to the percentage 
of individuals represented in higher education. According to the graph, only 9% of women of 
color are represented in higher education in contrast to 41% of White women and 36% of White 
men. Women of color are underrepresented among the college educated compared to White 
women, who are overrepresented even taking into consideration their 39% degree attainment.  






Figure 6 illustrates the representation of individuals (women of color, men of color, 
White men, White women) in higher education by position type (staff, faculty, professionals, and 
administrators). Drawing from Figure 6 below, it is evident that women of color and men of 
color are underrepresented as faculty and administrators compared to their Caucasian colleagues. 
Figure 6 shows that White males are slightly overrepresented in faculty and also working toward 
overrepresentation as administrators. As for Caucasian women, they are neither over nor under 
represented, but they are represented in positions such as faculty, staff, and administrators more 
than persons of color. 
Figure 6. Representation by position type (McChesney, 2018) 
 
The lack of persons of color in administrator positions can play a significant role in the 





administrative level it is difficult to retain students of color due to the hostile environments they 
experience at PWIs.  
Experiences of Racially Minoritized Students on Predominantly White Campuses 
Despite a rise in RMS enrollment, their experiences on predominantly white campuses 
have been less than welcoming. RMS often feel isolated, ignored, secluded in terms of 
socialization practices, and lack satisfaction in their overall undergraduate career (Reynolds, 
Sneva, & Beechler, 2010). This section includes contemporary empirical studies that summarize 
the literature on the experiences of RMS at PWIs.   
Tokenism 
 In 1977, Rosabeth Moss Kanter introduced the concept of tokenism. Kanter (1977) 
described a tokenized environment as a large ratio of one group (dominants) to a skewed group 
(tokens) or if there is only one person of a particular background within a group. Kanter (1977) 
clarifies that the differences between the dominant and the token is not ability but rather their 
“secondary and informal assumptions” (p. 968). The term token reflects one’s status as a symbol 
of one’s kind. “It is sufficient to be in a place where others of that category are not usually found, 
to be the first of one’s kind to enter a new group, to represent a very different culture and set of 
interactional capacities to members of the numerically dominant category” (p. 968). Kanter 
explains that the token group will repeatedly be asked to represent their group and therefore 
becomes “symbols rather than individuals” (p. 966).  
 Speaking to Kanter’s statement of being “symbols rather than individuals” participants in 
Mills (2020) study expressed the lack of faculty and administrators of color seemed to contribute 
to the students’ experiences of being perceived as a representative of their race on campus. Mills 





microaggressions experienced by Black undergraduate students at a PWI. Tokenism, one of the 
four environmental factors that emerged from the data, showed students feeling “undervalued 
and exploited by the university for the appearance of a more racially diverse campus” (p. 51). In 
addition, students expressed that if they were not there for sports the university did little to 
nothing to retain them. Often, the word tokenism is associated with college students’ experiences 
in the classroom. While that is the case sometimes, some students shared their experiences of 
being the only in student organizations and at their on-campus jobs.  
 Authors Baldwin and Johnson (2018) recount their experiences as Black women students 
at a predominantly white institution. Johnson, having grown up in predominantly Black spaces, 
including elementary, middle, and high school in Birmingham, Alabama wanted a different 
experience when it came to her collegiate career. She applied to several HBCUs and PWIs. In the 
end she chose to attend a PWI. Early in her collegiate career she found herself questioning if she 
made the right decision, attending a school that only had 7% of its student body identify as 
Black. While trying to make the best of her undergraduate experience by getting involved in 
student organizations she quickly realized that becoming so visible on campus resulted in her 
becoming racially tokenized. Johnson states, “As I was asked to speak more about ‘the Black 
experience’ and to serve on numerous panels addressing issues of diversity and inclusion, I 
realized that there was an expectation that I stick to a particular script” (p. 133). While it was 
difficult for Johnson to be in positions of power where minority students were looking up to her, 
she realized the rhetoric of change from the institution was not the same as the lived experiences 
of racially minoritized students on campus.  
 Microaggressions. There are several studies in the literature that reference students of 





& Hurtado, 2007; Mills, 2019; and Rankin & Reason, 2005). Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007) 
described microaggressions as “subtle and often unconscious racist acts that cumulatively add 
stress to the experience of people of color” (p. 511).  Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solorzano (2009) 
described racial microaggressions as subtle, covert, at times unconscious acts of racism that can 
lead to racial battle fatigue. Microaggressions present themselves in three main forms; actions, 
statements, or environmental messages (Constantine & Sue, 2007). “Rather than encountering 
blatantly racist acts, Black students [as well as faculty, staff, and administrators] may find 
themselves facing subtler judgments and expectations by students, faculty, and staff according to 
broad social stereotypes” (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007, p. 511).  These subtle gestures begin to 
create an environment where a person may begin to question oneself. When students of color 
experience racism and racial microaggressions their academic performance is often impacted 
negatively. Depending on the severity, the location it occurred, and the consequences set forth, 
these hostile acts can lead to poorer academic performances by racially minoritized students.  
 Harwood, Browne Huntt, Mendenhall, and Lewis (2012), identified over 70 racial 
microaggressions experienced by African Americans, Asian Americans, Latino, and Native 
American undergraduate and graduate students. The study looked at racial microaggressions in 
residence halls at a large PWI. Eighty-six participants were a part of a series of focus groups that 
allowed the researchers to gain a rich understanding of students’ experiences. The participants 
consisted of 36 African American (22 women and 14 men), 20 Asian American (8 women and 
12 men), 24 Latinos (14 women and 10 men), and 1 Native American (man). Through focus 
groups to gather descriptive narratives of racial microaggression experienced by students of 
color, Harwood and colleagues identified four microaggression themes. The first theme (racial 





micro assault, microinvalidation, or microinsult depending on the context” (Harwood, et al., 
2012, pp. 164-165). In addition to the first theme, racial jokes and verbal comments, the study 
found that minority students on the predominantly white campus also experienced environmental 
microaggressions, racial slurs written in shared spaces, and the denial and minimization of 
racism dismissed by staff and residence assistants.   
 Grier-Reed (2010) conducted a study looking at how African American undergraduate 
students cope with racial microaggressions through a student network group. AFAM, a weekly 
networking group at a large mid-western PWI brings together minoritized undergraduate 
students to engage with each other intellectually, socially, and personally (Grier-Reed, 2010). 
The networking group is made up of Black faculty, staff, and graduate students to provide 
weekly mentoring and a safe space for minoritized students. “The underlying philosophy of 
AFAM is rooted in two fundamental humanistic principles cited by Scholl (2008): attending to 
the whole person and developing solid relationships that are grounded in empathy and an 
understanding of one's subjective experience” (Grier-Reed, 2010, p. 183). An undergraduate 
student who attends the AFAM meetings stated:  
I think it [AFAM] kind of informalizes your experience. Whereas [in] everything else 
you are put into a group, and in this [AFAM] group you don't have to [be]. And, that's 
what I was looking for because everywhere [else] I do have to fit into a group. I am a 
biology major. I am pre-med. I am Black. So you know for AFAM to be here makes me 
able to be a whole person. (Grier-Reed, 2010, p. 186) 
  
 A study examining the frequency of racism on a predominantly white campus reported  
that 55% of the participants reported one or two incidents, and 10% reported three to seven 
incidents that were probably or definitely prejudice within a 2-week time span (Swim, Hyers, 
Cohen, Fitzgerald, & Bylsma, 2003). In the same study the researchers also had the participants 





a diary for any prejudice or discriminatory acts they faced during this 2-week time frame. Results 
indicated that 36% of the sample reported acts of prejudice or discrimination on campus (Swim, 
et al., 2003). Participants were also asked to report their feelings at the time of incidents. Most 
participants (58%) reported feeling angry and upset but felt non-threatened.  
While RMS often experience racial battle fatigue when dealing with racism or prejudice 
acts, PWIs often create these spaces for such experiences to occur. Previous literature (Gorski, 
2019; Franklin, 2019; Sanchez, 2019) demonstrates that as a result of racial microaggressions 
Latinx students often state they experience psychological, physiological, and behavioral stress in 
response to racialized events on campus. Franklin, Smith, and Hung (2014) tested the racial 
battle fatigue framework for Latinx students. Findings from the 2014 study suggested that 
psychological stress for Latinx students are most impacted by racial microaggressions presented 
on campus. Several studies continue to demonstrate RMS experiences while on PWIs.   
In the microaggressions literature, common themes arose such as the repeated awareness 
of how they are perceived, the questioning of ability and worth, the fear to speak up about 
experiences, and the feeling of isolation as they navigated these experiences outside of a 
community that shared similar experiences. It is important to create avenues of support around 
the Black undergraduate experience, whether institutions are creating effective programming, 
providing support at the faculty and administrative level, and fostering a campus environment 
that is conducive to all students on campus, especially those who identify as minority. 
“Furthermore, the authentic space to which students can bring their whole selves and genuinely 
connect with others provides a home base and sense of belonging, which are important for 






Supporting Racially Minoritized Students on Campus  
The Role of Student Affairs Units 
To address these persistent racial inequalities and experiences of RMS, colleges and 
universities needed to respond by creating various offices that address the needs of their 
changing demographic student population. Student affairs professionals have always played an 
important role in addressing multicultural issues in higher education. In particular, paying close 
attention to issues that impact overall student experiences and student development. Student 
affairs professionals are often responsible for developing policies and procedures that ensure 
equal access and treatment, while simultaneously explaining the rationale to students who 
perceive such procedures as unjust. Offices in the division of student affairs address various 
issues around campus. Depending on the institutional type, size, and structure, these units are 
organized very differently. Although specific units such as counseling center, Greek affairs, 
campus safety, dean of students, and career services may be seen as resources, this section 
focuses primarily on multicultural services and culture centers.   
Again, depending on the structure and organization of the institution, campuses may have 
one central location for multicultural services while other campuses have decentralized locations 
to serve several students who identify with a particular racial group. Nonetheless, these 
multicultural student services are focused on supporting and integrating RMS within the campus.   
The literature surrounding culture centers, their historical roots, purpose, and future 
presence on college campuses remain limited. In addition, the role these centers play in the 
experiences of undergraduate students are slightly represented in literature. From what we know, 
“the history of culture centers is rooted in a struggle for students to hold institutions of higher 





college campuses for over 40 years but did not come without great struggle and demands. As the 
enrollment of Black students began to spike in higher education, PWIs were resistant to this 
sudden change. This sudden change created conflict within higher education institutions. 
Although conflict in higher education is inevitable, it can initiate positive change. For example, 
Black students were resistant to the discrimination and isolation present at PWIs. “Such levels of 
discomfort coupled with an absence of cultural mirrors through which to see themselves, led 
many students to demand cultural space on campuses which neither validated their experience, 
nor their presence, within the institution” (Pittman, 1994, p. 104). During the 1960s and early 
1970s several campuses across American higher education began to see a rise in protests, 
walkouts, and demands. This time was known as the Black student movement. Within these 
demands students requested: an office for African Americans and minority students that would 
engage in minority recruitment of students and staff and establishing programming for minorities 
(University of Kansas); African American counselor and Office of Minority Programs 
(Oklahoma State University); hire Black faculty, introduce Black studies program (Indiana 
University). Several colleges and universities began to see the rise in culture centers due to the 
demands of the increasing numbers of African American student enrollments.  
Racially minoritized students must be multidimensional in order to survive academically 
and socially on predominantly white campuses. Pittman (1994) argues culture centers often 
compliment in the development of RMS in terms of socially and academically. Not only do these 
culture centers aid in the development of RMS, they bring voice, support, and celebration to 







 Why Black Women Administrators as the Focus?  
Predominantly white institutions have been less than appropriately responsive to the 
social and intellectual development of racially minoritized students. Institutions of higher 
education have often devalued students of color competencies and intellect. To respond to the 
devaluation of students of color competencies and intellect, higher education institutions, 
particularly PWIs, must adopt culturally responsive practices to ensure the success of racially 
minoritized students. Given that culturally engaging campus environments are associated with 
higher levels of sense of belonging, and in turn, a greater likelihood of success in higher 
education (Museus, 2014), research has recommended that (a) enhancing faculty and staffs’ 
cultural awareness and knowledge (Cartledge, Singh, & Gibson, 2008; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Singleton & Linton, 2006), (b) using culturally relevant language (Cartledge & Johnson, 
2004; Monroe, 2009), and (c) increasing cultural competence of school leaders to support staff 
(Bustamente, Nelson, & Onwuegbuzie, 2009) are all important factors in creating a culturally 
engaging campus environment. Although staff are rarely the center of analysis when engaging in 
campus climate research, Hurtado and colleagues (2012) strongly argue that their role is 
important in creating a cocurricular environment that is inclusive of diverse students, which 
ultimately shapes their sense of belongingness and outcomes.  
Though this study focuses on Black women senior level administrators in higher 
education, I would like to draw attention to literature that advocates for the importance of Black 
teachers in general. In her analysis of African American teachers during segregation, Siddle-
Walker (2000) made the following observation:  
Consistently remembered for their high expectations for student success, for their 
dedication, and for their demanding teaching style, these [Black] teachers appear to have 
worked with the assumption that their job was to be certain that children learned the 






As cited in Milner (2012), Tillman (2004), explained that “Black teachers saw potential 
in their Black students, considered them to be intelligent, and were committed to their success” 
(p. 282). The teachers saw their roles and responsibilities to reach far beyond the classroom and 
made it their mission to teach students, because they realized the possible consequences in store 
if their students did not learn. A study by Pang and Gibson (2001) interviewed and observed four 
African American teachers to describe their beliefs, experiences, and values they brought to their 
social studies classrooms. Pang and Gibson (2001) found the teachers brought several techniques 
to the classroom, including “diverse family histories, value orientations, experiences to students 
in the classroom, and attributes often not found in textbooks or viewpoints often omitted” (p. 
260). Consequently, Black teachers are similar to textbooks themselves, complete with stories of 
discrimination and oppression, as well as strength, perseverance, and success. Although the 
literature includes Black teachers’ success with Black students, it is important to note that Black 
teachers are successful with the academic and social aspects of students from various racial and 
ethnic backgrounds. Black teachers tend to uphold high expectations for their students with 
varying racial and ethnic backgrounds, and they empathize rather than shame the students who 
fail academically and socially (Pringle, Lyons, & Booker, 2010). In DuBois’ 1935 essay “Does 
the Negro Need Separate Schools” he wrote:  
The proper education of any people includes sympathetic touch between teacher and 
pupil; knowledge of the part of the teacher, not simply of the individual taught, but of his 
surroundings and background, and the history of his class and group; such contact 
between pupils and between teacher and pupil on the basis of perfect social equality will 
increase this sympathy and knowledge.  
 
I argue that Black women hold the knowledge and maybe even the experiences to be capable of 
working with racially minoritized students because they deeply understand their students’ 





experiences, and understandings of diverse groups, Black women employ the ACL model to 
enact change with equity at the basis of their leadership. 
Although Black women have the highest undergraduate degree attainment (NCES, 2019), 
hiring practices in higher education do not reflect such achievements. Historically, there has been 
a lack of representation in education, more specifically, higher levels of administration in 
postsecondary education for this racial group. Throughout her work, Patricia Hill Collins has 
argued the importance of Black women acquiring positions of power. Collins (2000) suggests 
that:  
The larger system of oppression works to suppress the ideas of Black women 
intellectuals. Denying African American women, the credentials to become literate 
certainly excluded most African American women from positions as scholars, teachers, 
authors, poets, and critics. Moreover, while Black women historians, writers, and social 
scientists have long existed, until recently these women have not held leadership 
positions in universities, professional associations, publishing concerns, broadcast media, 
and other social institutions of knowledge validation. Black women’s exclusion from 
positions of power within mainstream institutions has led to the elevation of elite white 
male ideas and interests and the corresponding suppression of Black women’s ideas and 
interests in traditional scholarship. (p. 5)  
 
The theoretical framework in which this study employs (ACL) chooses to address 
educational issues and challenges, in response to a change in power, domination, access, and 
achievement imbalances, by using a critical race perspective in an educational context. In 
addition to CRT, the framework draws upon how transformational leadership and critical 
multiculturalism intersect in higher education leadership to reconceptualize intersecting identities 
of racially minoritized individuals and their impact on leadership practices. On the other hand, 
the second framework, intersectionality addresses the multiple intersecting identities that play a 
role in how individuals lead their respective campuses.  
Researchers have studied numerous challenges that African American women face while 





Bartman, 2015), lack of support (Bartman, 2015; Davis & Maldonado, 2015), and unhealthy 
relationships (Fries-Britt & Kelly, 2005). While there is a vast amount of literature focused on 
the negative experiences, few studies presented in the research focus on African American 
women’s success and job practices while in their role, especially at the senior level. Studies have 
shown that African American women lack the support and mentoring to often deal with some of 
the obstacles faced in academia. I would like to use this research as a roadmap for upcoming 
Black women professionals as they navigate their journeys in higher education, specifically 
student affairs. Moreover, the importance of studying Black women is also attributed to the 
demographic changes in society, in which African American women will have more leadership 
opportunities in the coming years. Black women in senior level administrative positions is a 
population that needs to be researched if higher education wants to be prepared for the future.   
 While I advocate for more Black women in senior-level administrative positions it is 
important to understand that with the continuing change in demographics in higher education 
students need the support, guidance, leadership, and authenticity that Black women possess. 
Moreover, if institutions of higher education want to continue to compete against one another 
they must hire resources that support the needs of their student body especially in terms of 
demographic makeup. In what could arguably be one of the most influential books written in the 
twentieth century about organizations and their functions Thompson wrote:  
The organization may find that there is only one possible source for a particular kind of 
support needed, whereas for another there may be many alternatives; the capacity of the 
environment to provide the needed support may be dispersed or concentrated. Similarly, 
demand for that capacity may be concentrated or dispersed; there may or may not be 
competition for it. If the organizations demand is unique or nearly so we can say that 
there will be competition for it and the demand is dispersed because others have similar 






When colleges and universities began to recruit and retain racially minoritized students it 
was important that these organizations began to hire individuals who could work with this 
particular population. They were intentional about who they hired in terms of race and gender 
because they needed individuals to communicate, work with, and relate to the new student body 
(i.e. Black and Brown students). In this instance, these are the same resources (i.e. men and 
women of color professionals) that Thompson argued organizations would need and compete for 
to respond to their needs of supporting a population that they were unfamiliar with. Today, 
several colleges and universities seek to thrive and survive by fulfilling diversity missions across 
campus. Some of these diversity missions include recruiting and retaining racially minoritized 
students and having specific resources/programs dedicated to this group. Although diversity 
missions and statements have consumed college campuses, they cannot fulfill these missions if 
they do not bring in the necessary leadership to address their strategic plans that include 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. Hence, why the hiring and retaining of women of color, 
specifically Black women has become a fundamental concern in higher education.  
Chapter Summary 
 In summary, this chapter explored several characteristics of higher education. This 
chapter reviewed relevant literature pertaining to the purpose and organizational structure of 
higher education, as well as provided a defense for the field of student affairs and its importance. 
Further in the chapter the experiences of racially minoritized students with a focus on Black 
students constituted a considerable amount of knowledge pertaining to their experiences in 
higher education, particularly at PWIs. The reviewed literature in this chapter provides a 
meaningful background as to why this study is significant in the field of education. Research on 





the literature on the importance of increasing diversity at the faculty level supports the lack of 
research at the administrative level. Relevant research finds that diverse faculty, administrators, 
and staff add value to the undergraduate experiences of minoritized groups, not only adding 
value to their undergraduate experience, but adding to their sense of belonging, mentorship, and 
satisfaction. The next chapter includes a description of the proposed methodology to answer the 
research questions. Chapter Three includes the description of participant recruitment methods, 
proposed data collection, and analysis.  
Conclusion 
While higher education institutions grapple with what services to provide their students, 
the field of student affairs continues to grow. The VPSA position recognizes the need to expand 
traditional boundaries and challenge their colleagues to reconceptualize how student support 
services are designed, delivered, and assessed. “Given the natural adversarial connection that 
arises when issues of racial diversity in higher education are addressed, campus leaders would be 
well served to better understand the nature of conflict, its process, and response strategies” 
(Zamani-Gallaher, O’Neil Green, Brown II, & Stovall, 2009, pps. 166-167). The VPSA has a 
significant impact on the campus environment related to student experiences. In particular, Black 
women who serve as the VPSA on predominantly White campuses have a unique position in that 
they often serve as the voice for RMS when developing policies and procedures to ensure equal 
access and treatment on campus.  
Given the racialized history of higher education, the experiences of RMS at PWIs, and 
the lack of senior level Black women administrators at PWIs, this study intends to move the field 
forward by addressing several factors. First, the study fills the gaps in literature pertaining to 





focuses on Black women and their struggle to achieve such positions rather than what they are 
doing in senior level positions to make institutional changes. The data in the study adds value to 
the scant literature that rarely identifies and celebrates the positive attributes of educational 
leaders from historically underrepresented groups and addresses Black women VPSAs need to 
create real change through mainstream institutional access. In addition, this study begins to move 
the field forward by addressing the lack of appropriate hiring practices for higher education 
institutions. To address the lack of diversity and equity in the hiring practices for higher 
education institutions, institutions must implement hiring practices for women, and in particular 
Black women. Effectively doing so, means understanding higher education as an institution and 























In this chapter I begin with a review of the purpose of the study and research questions. I 
then provide a detailed description of the paradigm and methodology used to frame the study. 
According to Guba (1990), paradigms can be characterized through their ontology, 
epistemology, and methodology. These characteristics of paradigms create a complete view of 
how we view knowledge, how we as researchers see ourselves in relation to the knowledge, and 
the methodological approaches we use to discover the knowledge. The paradigm and 
methodology for my study aided in informing the literature review, research questions, and the 
data analysis portion of the study. After discussing the paradigm and methodology, the chapter 
continues with the description of performance sites, the selection of participants, and then moves 
into data collection and analysis. The data analysis provides a detailed description of how the 
interviews were assessed to draw conclusions. The chapter concludes with my role as the 
researcher.  
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study is to identify how the Vice Presidents of Student Affairs’ 
(VPSAs) role contributes to student development outside of the classroom by understanding how 
VPSAs address belongingness and create supportive environments for racially minoritized 
students. Since VPSAs oversee departments and units that are crucial to student development 
outside of the classroom, it is important for co-curricular activities to contribute to the 
engagement, sense of belonging, and retention of students. Specifically, these spaces are vital for 
racially minoritized students, due to the cited research on racially minoritized students feeling 





importance of symbolic representation, few studies focus on Black women VPSAs and their 
impact on the campus environment. By studying Black women VPSAs, scholars in the field can 
begin to build conversations around diversifying administrative staff, but it cannot stop at simply 
talking about it. Scholars and practitioners must begin pursuing ways to hire and promote Black 
women in vice provost, vice chancellor, chancellor, and presidential positions in student affairs 
by challenging the dominant narrative.  
Research Questions 
1. What identifiable policies, practices, and/or behaviors, if any do Black women VPSAs 
engage in to intentionally create a more welcoming environment for racially minoritized 
students? 
2. If any, what understandings contribute to the motivation to intentionally create a more 
welcoming environment for racially minoritized students? 
Theoretical Framework 
 Applied Critical Leadership (ACL), an emerging framework developed by Santamaría 
and Santamaría (2012) aimed to document the leadership approaches of Black women VPSAs. 
The leadership approaches, prior experiences, and intersecting identities served as a focal point 
of analysis for ACL. Moreover, ACL contextualizes educational leader’s social context as it 
relates to the leader’s intersecting identities. As a framework that encompasses several developed 
and well-known theories, ACL plays a pivotal role in conceptualizing leadership, as well as 
providing a framework that defines the leader’s multiple identities and experiences as it relates to 
their work.  
 ACL aims to empower positive attributes of the leader’s identity by asking: “In what 
ways does my identity enhance my ability to see alternate perspectives and practice effective 
leadership” (Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012, p. 8). Further, as a strengths-based theory, ACL 





stories for racially minoritized individuals a critical part of this lens, these stories are used to 
explore identity and critique open mindedness. ACL provides a voice by sharing conversations 
around race, equity, and social justice leadership in higher education. The ACL framework 
informed my interview protocol. A selection of questions were crafted around the framework to 
evoke certain responses from the participants. In addition to informing the interview protocol, 
ACL played a vital role in how I approached the data analysis. ACL was evident in both levels 
one and two coding, paying close attention to excerpts that discussed identity, change within the 
institution, and practices that involved a multicultural perspective. ACL was used as its own code 
in data analysis, ultimately emerging in both themes.  
Paradigm and Methodology 
Methodology 
 Using phenomenology to engage in naturalistic analyses allows researchers to examine 
real world settings to produce narrative descriptions about a standing phenomenon. Qualitative 
methodology is especially valuable when considering the behaviors and procedures of 
individuals or groups to explain their actions. This qualitative study sought to identify how Vice 
Presidents of Student Affairs’ (VPSAs) role contribute to student development outside of the 
classroom by understanding how VPSAs address belongingness and create supportive 
environments for racially minoritized students. One of my primary reasoning’s behind choosing 
to conduct a qualitative study is the flexibility that the methodology allows. “Qualitative research 
begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study 
of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 





inductive approach, focusing on specific situations or people, and places an emphasis on words 
rather than numbers (Maxwell, 2005).  
 Researchers conduct qualitative studies to understand the context in which participants in 
a study address a problem. Furthermore, when designing a qualitative study, researchers must 
consider using qualitative studies to empower individuals to share their stories and hear their 
voices. Creswell (2007) stated, “we conduct qualitative research when we want to empower 
individuals to share their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power of relationships that 
often exist between a researcher and participants in the study” (p. 40). It is difficult to separate 
what people say from the context or space in which they say it or experience the problem. A 
qualitative approach provided VPSAs the opportunity to express their experiences working with 
racially minoritized students in their own words, while allowing themes to emerge from the data 
to draw conclusions. Qualitative research tells us about “the processes that people experience, 
why the responded as they did, the context in which they responded, and their deeper thoughts 
and behaviors that governed their responses” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 68).  
Paradigm  
Engaging in a constructivist worldview, the purpose of this specific design is for the 
researcher to look for “the complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few 
categories or ideas” (Creswell, 2014, p. 9). By coupling a constructivist worldview with 
qualitative methods, the objective is to rely on the participants’ views of the phenomenon. In this 
particular study I relied on the participants’ views to elicit responses surrounding their behaviors, 
practices, policies, and motivation. According to Fosnot (2013), “constructivism is a theory that 
describes knowledge and learning as emergent, developmental, and nonobjective” (p. 1). This 





behaviors, practices) as developmental and nonobjective. The theory suggests that individuals 
construct knowledge and meaning both through experiences and by reflecting on those 
experiences. Participants in the sample expressed drawing on past experiences and knowledge to 
influence their current work. Furthermore, engaging in a constructivist worldview allowed me as 
the researcher to draw viable conclusions as to what contributed to participants’ understandings 
of their motivation to create supportive environments for racially minoritized students.  
Interviews 
Interviews were conducted to gain insight on the policies, practices, and/or behaviors 
participants employed to create a supportive campus environment at a predominantly white 
institution. Interviewing techniques are used in qualitative research for a variety of reasons. The 
main justification for using interviewing for this project is for the participants to tell their stories. 
Interviewing permits individuals to tell stories by selecting details of their experiences to share 
with the researcher. Telling stories can be seen as a meaning-making process. Seidman (2006) 
states, “in the process of storytelling participants select constitutive details of experience, 
reflecting on them, giving them order, and thereby making sense of them is what makes story 
telling a meaning-making process” (p. 7).  
 Interviewing is the most utilized method in qualitative research. This technique allows for 
practices and standards to not only be “recorded, but also achieved, challenged, and reinforced” 
(Oakley, 1998, p. 710). This study employed semi-structured interviews encouraging participants 
to answer a series of open-ended questions related to their identity, leadership practices, work 
environment, and more. Semi-structured interviews begin the process of interviewing where 
participants adhere to a predetermined set of questions in a specific order. Follow up questions 





elicit specific memoires, experiences, and narratives, as well as how the interviewee made 
meaning of the phenomena (van Manen, 1990). For example, when participants discussed how 
they are intentional about creating strong relationships with RMS, they are making sense of their 
intentional behaviors (phenomenon). Interviews occurred two times for a duration of 45 to 90 
minutes per interview. The interview protocol consisted of 48 questions divided into 4 sections 
(personal experiences/identity/background, institutional questions, student questions, and 
leadership). Conducting two separate interviews allowed for more time with participants and an 
opportunity to strengthen the relationship between participant and researcher. Prior to conducting 
the interviews, participants completed the demographic questionnaire and informed consent. Six 
of the 12 interviews were conducted at the participants’ respective campuses in their offices, 
while the other half were conducted via phone and/or video conferencing.  
All interviews were audio-recorded for transcription purposes and to accurately capture 
the stories told by participants. Temi, an online transcription software, was used to transcribe 
interviews. Once interviews were transcribed, I read the transcripts along with the audio 
recording to ensure accuracy. After reading the transcripts, I sent them via email to the 
participants. Member checking, also known as participant validation, was used to explore the 
credibility of the transcripts. Half of the participants responded to the email saying their 
transcripts were accurate and had no additional information to add, while the other half of the 
participants did not respond at all.  
Selection of Participants 
Since this is a rare population, my sample was selected through convenience and 
purposive sampling. I strategically sought out participants that identify as a Black woman, in a 





research, I identified potential participants that fit the above criteria. Originally, I selected 
participants by searching predominantly white institutions in close proximity to my location for 
convenience. I searched their organizational chart via the institutions’ website; next, I went to the 
institutions’ student affairs page to look at who held the position of VPSA at that respective 
institution. From my initial search, I looked at over 20 universities and found five potential 
participants that matched my criteria. After my initial search, I looked on the NASPA website to 
identify more potential participants. NASPA is a national organization that brings student affairs 
professionals together in various capacities. NASPA has knowledge communities, which provide 
access to information and resources in a particular subject area. Through these knowledge 
communities, members across NASPA are connected on a more intimate level and facilitate their 
sharing of knowledge. I searched through 25 of their knowledge communities. Out of those 25 
knowledge communities, three knowledge communities had Black women who serve as VPSAs 
at predominantly white institutions. A recruiting script was also posted in two professional 
groups that contained Black women in higher education. From the professional group posting, 
two potential participants reached out to me via email expressing interest in the study. Upon 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, I reached out to the respective personnel that fit my 
criteria. All participants’ anonymity are protected by using pseudonyms for names and 
universities and ranges when describing various institutional characteristics.  
Participants 
Participants came from a variety of backgrounds including educational attainment, career 
trajectory, upbringing, and more. The median age for participants is 48 with 10 or more years of 
experience in higher education administration. Although it is not a requirement to hold an 





of years in current position range from 6 months to 6 years. A stipulation for the time in current 
position was not placed on the criteria to participate because I wanted to capture a range of 
experiences. Participants who have held their positions for less than 6 months also have served in 
various student affairs positions at a previous institution or their current institution. Destiny 
(pseudonym), the first participant, has a Ph.D. in Higher Education and has served as the Vice 
President of Student Affairs at her current institution for less than 1 year. Prior to this position, 
she held the same position at a different institution for 2 years. Melanie received her Ph.D. in 
Educational administration and has between 10-15 years of experience in higher education. 
Melanie has held previous leadership positions within higher education, including dean of 
students. Both Faith and Irene have an Ed.D. in Adult Education, with at least 15 years of 
experience in Higher Education Administration. Yolanda has over 25 years of experience in 
Higher Education Administration and has previously served as Vice Provost for Student Affairs 
and Dean of Students at a previous institution. Whitney, the VPSA at Turquoise University, has 
more than 25 years of experience in higher education with a Ph.D. in higher education. Prior to 
serving as the VPSA at her current institution, she held the same position at a previous 
institution. It is common for persons who hold the Vice President of Student Affairs position to 
have previously worked as Dean of Students and/or Title IX Directors/Coordinators providing 























Destiny 30-39 Ph.D. higher 
education 





Melanie 30-39 Ph.D. educational 
administration 





Yolanda 40-49 Ph.D. higher 
education 













Irene 50-59 Ed.D. adult and 
continuing 
education  





Whitney  60 or over  Ph.D. higher 
education  





The institutions that are represented in the research vary on institution size, location, and 
Carnegie classification. Site selection was based on self-nomination due to participant criteria, in 
turn making the site selection convenient. In addition to convenience, the sites represented in the 
sample present a uniqueness in terms of urbanicity, location, and recruitment areas for the 





Christian, and non-for-profit. All institutions represented in the sample are 4-year predominantly 
white institutions with pseudonyms to protect the anonymity of the institutions used in the 
sample.  
Gray University 
The first university, Gray University, is a private non-for-profit comprehensive Christian 
university located on the East coast. Founded in the 1950s, Gray University is situated in a large 
suburban area and educates about 3,000 students. Of those 3,000 students, about 2,000 are 
undergraduate students. The university typically recruits from the East coast suburban areas, 
including New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and New York. There is a minute international presence on 
campus at about 2%. With its small student population, Gray University has over 50 student 
organizations committed to providing students with a well-rounded experience by offering clubs 
and organizations related to politics, sports, religion, academics, lifestyle, and more.  
University of Red 
The University of Red is located in the Midwest and serves around 11,000 students. Of 
those 11,000 students, about 9,500 are undergraduate students. This 4-year public institution is 
situated in a midsize suburban area with a minority presence of 9%. The university typically 
recruits from surrounding cities within the Midwest (Indianapolis and Chicago) locally, and 
recruitment officers are looking to branch into other areas, such as St. Louis and Southern 
Illinois. University of Red has a student population of about 86% white and 1% international. 
University of Red student affairs division is committed to developing responsible members of 
society by engaging students in programs and services that value learning both inside and outside 
of the classroom. With over 140 student organizations offered on campus, these organizations 





provide leadership opportunities and promote diversity for the students attending University of 
Red.  
University of Orange 
The University of Orange is home to about 34,000 undergraduate students. Of those 
34,000 students, about 55% are recruited locally due to the University of Orange being a land 
grant institution. The institution also recruits from surrounding states. The demographic makeup 
of the students attending University of Orange include majority white (44%), a steady increase of 
Asian Americans (19%), a steady increase of Latinx over the years (12%), and the university is 
working on recruiting more African Americans (6%) and American Indians (2%). University of 
Orange offers over 1,500 clubs and organizations to provide their students with opportunities to 
be involved in sports, religion, academics, Greek, politics, and more. The division of student 
affairs at the University of Orange is committed to fostering a community of respect, tolerance, 
and free of ideas by hosting programs and events dedicated to social justice. The division also 
has several employees that are dedicated to the commitment of diversity. Some of these 
employees include multicultural advocates in student housing, the Office of Minority Student 
Affairs, and staff who host diversity and social justice education programs.  
University of Blue  
The University of Blue is a public 4-year institution located in a midsized city in the 
Midwest. The university is home to about 5,000 students, 2,300 of which are undergraduate 
students. Of the 2,300 undergraduates that attend the university, 26% are minority (Asian 
American 3%, African American 14%, Hispanic 9%) and 66% are white. Although the 
university has one of the smaller student populations compared to the other public institutions 





problem-solving, decision making, leadership opportunities, and the opportunity to build on 
instruction outside of the classroom. The division of student affairs at the University of Blue 
believes that students come first. In so doing, the division is committed to offering programs and 
services that inspire students to take ownership of self and social responsibility as well as 
become globally aware citizens through the programs offered through the division. According to 
the University of Blue’s student affairs division website, there are five main goals of the 
division: excellent service, student development, building community, diversity, and 
organizational and professional development. The division prides themselves on hiring, 
attracting, and retaining students, faculty, and staff of all backgrounds. Of the institutions 
represented in the data, the University of Blue’s student affairs division staff are among the most 
diverse in the sample.  
Burgundy College  
Burgundy College is the second 4-year, private, non-for-profit institution represented in 
the data. With an undergraduate population of about 2,300 students, the institution strives to 
offer on-campus services, resources, and offices dedicated to ensuring students have the 
necessary tools and skills to succeed throughout their time at Burgundy College. The 
demographic makeup of the student population at Burgundy College includes: 70% white, 5% 
Asian, 4% African American, 8% Hispanic, and 9% International. Burgundy College typically 
only recruits from the state in which it is located, making the demographic makeup of the 
students reflect the population of the surrounding cities. There are more than 100 clubs offered 
that focus on arts, multicultural affairs, religion, Greek, and more. The mission for the division of 





for students to share, create, and implement their own ideas while finding their place in the 
campus community.  
Turquoise University  
The sixth university represented in the sample is a 4-year private, not-for-profit 
institution located in the Midwest. The campus serves around 16,000 students, and of those 
16,000 students, about half are undergraduate students. Students attending Turquoise University 
are recruited from over 100 countries and 49 states. Once students arrive on campus, there are 
about 380 various undergraduate student groups and organizations one can join. Per their 
website, Turquoise University prides themselves on fostering a welcoming culture. The website 
includes a framework on diversity and inclusion, how the university plans to foster a welcoming 
culture, as well as “signature initiatives the university is implementing to ensure Turquoise 
University is more welcoming to all”  
A Statement on Diversity  
 While researching the various programs that each institution in the sample had to offer, I 
noticed that each institutions’ division of student affairs had a statement regarding diversity. 
Each university represented in the sample makes it a commitment to promote diversity, 
especially in the student affairs division. Although each institution has their own definition of 
diversity and their goals on how to achieve this, all the institutions represented in the sample 
have a mission of promoting inclusive, educational, and purposeful services/activities that 
demonstrate their commitment to diversity. It is important that the institutions demonstrate this 
by having diverse personnel in various leadership roles throughout campus. Of those roles, the 





success in student life, therefore engaging with students daily to ensure their needs and 
experiences are being met outside of the classroom.  
Table 2 
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Note. Undergraduate student demographic data is based on 2018 Fall Enrollment (NCES, 2019).  
Data Collection 
The ways in which researchers approach the data collection process influence the amount 





capacity the data can be used. In qualitative research, researchers prepare to study a phenomenon 
by finding explanations that provide the best insight to what is being studied. This preparation 
includes asking good questions, serving as an attentive listener, possessing the ability to adapt 
and be flexible to different situations, and putting forth a firm understanding of the larger issues 
that involve the primary research question (Yin, 2009).  
For the purpose of this study, data was collected two ways, through audio-recorded 
interviews and demographic questionnaires. The demographic makeup of the participants was 
collected after participants sign the informed consent. The demographic questionnaire consisted 
of questions related to age, educational attainment, number of years in current leadership 
position, number of years of experience in higher education, and more.  
Once participants completed the demographic questionnaire, the next set of data were 
collected through two semi-structured interviews. Each interview ranged from 45 to 90 minutes. 
A total of 12 interviews were conducted. In these semi-structured interviews, participants had the 
opportunity to share in-depth experiences of their time serving in a senior-level leadership 
position in higher education, what type of leadership models, if any, do they employ while in 
their current roles, the role their intersecting identities play while leading in a multicultural 
environment, and more. According to Ritchie (2003), because of its private nature and deeper 
level of intimacy with the participant, interviews provide an uninterrupted focus on the 
individual(s) under study. I decided to use interviews as a data collection method for three 
reasons: (a) to obtain unique information from the participants, (b) learn more about the 
phenomenon from various perspectives that I may not realize on my own, and (c) to respect the 







“Data analysis constitutes preparing the data provided by the participants for analysis, 
conducting different analyzing procedures, and repeating these steps until the researcher has 
come to an understanding, an interpretation, and a conclusion” (Creswell, 2014). For this study, 
data analysis occurred in multiple phases. The first portion of data analysis consisted of 
transcribing interviews. Interviews were transcribed through an online transcribing software. 
Once interviews were transcribed, I listened to the recording while reading the transcripts to (a) 
ensure that the data was transcribed correctly and (b) to immerse myself in the data more. By 
listening to the recording and reading the transcripts, I was able to refocus my attention to the 
data, rather than listening to transcribe. Also listening to the audio while reading the transcripts 
allowed me to reflect on any overarching generalities about the individual interview data and 
document them in the margins of the transcript (Creswell, 2014) before comparing the interviews 
to one another.  
I used a series of coding techniques within the data analysis phase to ensure I was getting 
the richest data from the interviews. deMunck and Sobo (1998) state “It is imperative to 
construct a coding system not because the coding system represents the ‘true’ structure of the 
process you are studying, but because it offers a framework for organizing and thinking about the 
data” (p. 48). MAXQDA, a qualitative and mixed method data analysis tool was used to keep 
track of codes and sub codes. I began by open coding the interviews. Open coding is the first 
stage in constant comparative analysis. In this stage of coding, I tried to capture what is going on 
in the data in a very broad sense. If statements or expressions were repeated more than twice, 
they became a code in level one. Bazely (2013) states that  
the tendency of people to repeat themselves has three implications for coding: if you miss 





that should be coded; and variations in the use of a word or phrase provide an opportunity 
for comparison. (p. 167) 
 
In addition to coding repeated words or phrases, I used in-vivo coding as a form of analysis to 
ensure participants’ experiences were kept at the forefront of the research. In-vivo coding uses 
“words or phrases by participants as labels for codes to capture the essence of what participants 
are saying in their own terms” (Bazely, 2013, p. 166). In response to the study’s research 
questions, two a priori codes (behaviors/policies/practices and motivation) were also included in 
the coding phase. Process coding was used to denote any action taken by the participants. This 
type of code was extremely useful when denoting the behaviors and practices participants 
engaged in. Once I derived all initial codes from level one coding, over 40 codes had emerged 
from the data between the first round of transcripts. Level two coding allowed me to constantly 
compare level one codes and collapse them into smaller clusters and sub codes; therefore, level 
two coding had a total of 15 codes. Level two coding is often referred to as focused coding 
(Saldaña, 2009). In level two coding, I was able to combine similar codes to see new connections 
and alternative ways of interpreting the text. A codebook was developed within MAXQDA to 
assign definitions to each code. As a result of level one and level two coding, two themes 
emerged from the data. To derive at the themes found in the data, I noted patterns and trends that 
related to the research questions that guided the study. In my final reporting of the data, I was 
able to present findings from narratives from Black women based on the proposed research 
questions. Additionally, elements of Applied Critical Leadership are reported throughout the 
findings. The two themes found in the data serve as headings for my findings. Below is an 
example of a streamlined codes-to-theory model that shows how I arrived at one of the themes 






Figure 7. Streamlined codes-to-theory model (Saldaña, 2009) 
 
 
Credibility in Qualitative Research 
 I took two important steps to ensure quality and credibility. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
defined credibility as “an evaluation of whether or not the research findings represent a credible 
conceptual interpretation of the data drawn from the participants’ original data” (p. 296). 
Credibility also aids in establishing trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I established 
credibility for this study by member checking and triangulation. “Member checking is of critical 
importance to the inquirers, the respondents, and the consumers to test for accuracy and provide 
evidence of credibility” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 374). Therefore, after each interview, I 
emailed participants their transcripts to ensure what they shared was accurately transcribed, in 





(2005), member-checking is the most important way of ruling out the possibility of 
misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do in addition to identifying my own 
biases and misunderstandings of what I have observed (Maxwell, 2005).  
In addition to member checking, data triangulation provided another method of 
establishing credibility. Data triangulation consists of checking the consistency of data via 
multiple sources. Maxwell (2005) emphasized data triangulation allows the researcher to gain a 
broader and more secure understanding of the experiences under investigation. I utilized data 
triangulation by incorporating multiple sources, including 12 interviews across six participants. 
Additionally, using at least six participants served as another form of triangulation. Their 
individual experiences can be verified against one another, thus, introducing a stronger picture of 
the phenomenon being studied (Maxwell, 2005).  
To address triangulation in data I also used the websites of the respective institutions to 
validate the participants narratives. For instance,       
Role of Researcher/Researcher Positionality 
The qualitative researcher’s perspective is perhaps a paradoxical one: it is to be acutely 
tuned-in to the experiences and meaning systems of others, and at the same time to be 
aware of how one’s own biases and preconceptions may be influencing what one is trying 
to understand. (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 123) 
 
In qualitative research, the researcher’s role is relevant to all aspects of the study, because the 
researcher plays a direct and intimate role in both data collection and data analysis. Whether the 
researcher is more engaged with the group membership of the participants, sharing a similar 
characteristic or experience, or whether the researcher is an outsider and does not share any 
commonalities with participants, the researcher role is essential and is always present in the 





 Unique researcher attributes have the potential to influence the collection of empirical 
materials and data analysis process because of the researcher’s instrumental role in qualitative 
data (Dowling, 2006). My role as a researcher in this instance was dichotomous. For example, I 
engaged with group membership with the participants of my study based on my gender and 
racial identity, but outside of those two identifying characteristics, I viewed myself as an outsider 
wanting to gain more information on their leadership approaches in higher education, based on 
their intersecting identities, prior knowledge, and past experiences. In qualitative research, the 
researcher is considered the instrument of data collection (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) and to fulfill 
this role, the researcher needs to know about the subject being studied. I am aware of the biases 
that I will bring to this research as a Black woman looking to someday hold a leadership position 
in student affairs. In addition, the assumptions and expectations that I currently have will play a 
role in how I collect the data, read the data, and interpret the data. With relevant research 
experience through coursework, assistantships, and other research papers, I believe this will 
strengthen my ability to conduct the research with little to no assumptions and expectations. My 
role as an emic researcher is to participate fully in the phenomenon to gain more insight, even if 
that means asking more probing questions. Conducting research from an emic perspective allows 
me as the researcher to provide descriptive in-depth reports on details of the participants’ 
leadership approaches based on their identity and other factors. According to Schultz and 
Lavenda (2009), studies done from an emic perspective often include more detailed and 
culturally rich information than studies conducted from an etic viewpoint.  
Chapter Summary 
This chapter began with a review of the purpose of the study and research questions. 





framework, the chapter then provided a detailed description of the paradigm and methodology 
used to frame the study. The chapter continues with the description of performance sites, the 
selection of participants, and then moving into data collection and analysis. The chapter 
concluded with a description on credibility in qualitative research and my role as the researcher. 
The next chapter provides an account of the most relevant findings as they relate to the research 








The chapter begins with a brief description of the Vice President of Student Affairs 
(VPSA) role, statement of purpose, and the purpose of the paper. The chapter then concludes 
with the findings, which are denoted by two themes. The two themes that emerged from data 
analysis include: “reach out and touch somebody’s hand” and “there is beauty is in the struggle,” 
which aid in answering the proposed research questions. 
VPSA Role, Statement of Problem, and Purpose 
While colleges and universities place attention and efforts on the recruitment and 
retention of a diverse student body, institutions often fail to execute appropriate hiring practices 
and retention strategies for minority student affairs administrators (Turner, Gonzalez, & Wood, 
2008). What is lacking in the research is studies that exhibit the leadership practices of Black 
women in senior-level administrative positions in student affairs, as well as how these women 
are engaging in policies and practices to intentionally create more welcoming environments for 
racially minoritized students. Today, VPSAs across colleges and universities are crucial to the 
development and retention of students across campus. Departments overseen by the VPSA, such 
as women’s centers, multicultural services, counseling services, Greek life, and campus activities 
(sometimes referred to as student development), can also contribute to the sense of belonging 
and retention rates for minority students (O’Keeffe, 2013). This study focuses on the role of 
VPSA’s for three reasons: (a) a core concept of student affairs is to encourage, understand, and 
respect diversity, which is ironic giving the lack of diversity in VPSA positions across 
predominantly White institutions; (b) the impact this position has on the student body and 





contribute to the sense of belonging for underrepresented students. The purpose of this study is to 
identify how the role of VPSAs contribute to student development outside of the classroom by 
understanding how VPSAs create supportive environments for racially minoritized students 
(RMS).  
Conceptual Framework  
This study was conducted to examine how Black women VPSAs create a more 
welcoming environment for RMS on predominantly White campuses. The primary goal was to 
understand how the VPSAs role contributes to student development outside of the classroom by 
understanding how VPSAs address belongingness and create supportive environments for RMS.  
To clarify the relationship between key concepts a conceptual model was developed. The 
model is centered around Black women VPSAs due to several influences their position has on 
key concepts presented in the study. In this particular study, the Applied Critical Leadership 
(Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012) framework situates the Black women VPSAs at the forefront 
to confront and transform educational spaces. The conceptual model shows the ACL framework 
situated directly above Black women VPSAs. The VPSAs consider the social context of their 
educational communities (PWIs) to enact change based on their identities. I argue that Black 
women VPSAs social identities allow them to see alternative perspectives that aid in disrupting 
social barriers that hinder student belonging.   
In the model, positioned around Black women VPSAs, are PWIs, RMS, and student 
affairs offices. These three contexts are directly influenced by Black women VPSAs. In addition 
to Black women VPSAs directly influencing these three contexts, the contexts show a relation 
with one another. Using both the theoretical and conceptual frameworks, I view Black women 





leadership practices and intersecting racial and gendered identities. The factors represented in the 
model individually and collectively contribute to the understanding of the direct influence Black 
women VPSAs have on various aspects of the campus climate.  














In this particular study, the Applied Critical Leadership (ACL) framework situates the 
Black women VPSAs at the forefront to confront and transform educational spaces. The VPSAs 
consider the social context of their educational communities (PWIs) to enact change based on 
their identities. The behaviors, practices, and policies Black women VPSAs engage in at their 
respective institutions directly impact RMS. I used the ACL model to explain how these women 
address issues of social justice, educational equity, and educational change through their 
ACL Framework:  
Social context of 
PWIs; VPSAs social 
identities. 
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intersecting identities and past experiences. Moreover, I argue Black women VPSAs social 
identities allow them to see alternative perspectives that aid in disrupting social barriers that 
hinder student belonging.   
The ACL framework in this study is used to operationalize leadership in a way that 
challenges the status quo. Few scholars have taken a look at what it means to conceptualize 
leadership from a framework that addresses an individual’s multiple intersecting identities and 
characteristics. As a framework that encompasses several developed and well-known theories, 
ACL plays a pivotal role in conceptualizing leadership, as well as providing a framework that 
defines the leader’s multiple identities and experiences as it relates to their work. At the 
foundation of ACL is change, which many leadership theories also employ. To differentiate ACL 
from other leadership frameworks, Santamaría and Santamaría (2012) posits ACL chooses to 
address educational issues and challenges, in response to a change in power, domination, access, 
and achievement imbalances, by using a critical race perspective in an educational context. 
Several aspects of the ACL framework were presented throughout the data and included in the 
results. 
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Two research questions guided the study in order to understand how Vice Presidents of 
Student Affairs role contributes to student development outside of the classroom. 
1. What identifiable policies, practices, and/or behaviors, if any, do Black women VPSAs 
engage in to intentionally create a more welcoming environment for racially minoritized 
students?  
2. If any, what understandings contribute to that motivation to intentionally create a more 
welcoming environment for racially minoritized students?  
Meet the Participants 
Destiny  
Destiny serves as a senior level student affairs administrator at University of Red. She 
has been a very dedicated and determined administrator who has been at her current institution as 
Vice President for Student Affairs for 7 months. Prior to her current institution, she also served 
as VPSA for 2 years at another institution in the Midwest. Collectively, she has served as a 
student affairs administrator between 15-20 years. Like many other participants, Destiny’s 
journey derived from degrees in other fields not related to education. It wasn’t until her master’s 
degree experience when she was exposed to higher education administration. Although her 
master’s degree is in public administration and policy analysis, it was the experiences during her 
graduate education that led Destiny to being in higher education administration. She stated, “it 
was the experiences throughout those two years that exposed me to this feeling of importance of 
someone like myself, being a woman of color, being in the field and the impact I can have on 
lives.” While working as a graduate assistant in the counseling center, Destiny encountered a 
young woman on her walk to the union with other students. She invited the bi-racial young 
woman to walk with her and the other students to the union. From there they created a 





her that aside from Destiny no one spoke to her in an intentional way, that she was afraid of 
college, and was on the verge of returning home. That experience significantly impacted 
Destiny’s decision to engage in meaningful and impactful work for racially minoritized students 
in higher education. After working a year at her Alma Mater, Destiny started her doctoral 
program. She knew that in order to obtain a VPSA role she needed the credentials especially 
being a woman of color.    
Further, her experience spans different facets of higher education administration.   
Destiny explained her various roles in student affairs including housing and being Assistant 
Dean of Students. Destiny worked in housing for majority of her career before earning the 
position of Assistant Dean. She shared that once an individual has worked in housing, they have 
been exposed to a number of different roles within student affairs. In housing Destiny was 
responsible for crisis management, planning, programming, and budgeting. Additionally, with 
her many years in housing, Destiny earned the role of Assistant Dean which was the pinnacle of 
her branching off from housing to progress to higher level student affairs positions.   
 During our interviews, Destiny stated that she engages in meaningful work to make 
racially minoritized students’ experiences better than her undergraduate experience. Destiny 
identifies as a Black woman of Jamaican decent and recognizes that being an international 
student in the US came with several challenges. It was Destiny’s undergraduate experiences that 
introduced her to the various forms of racism and bigotry in the United States. Destiny witnessed 
firsthand the stark contrasts between the two countries. Moving to the United States at the age of 
18, Destiny struggled with understanding the discourse around African Americans, their 
race/ethnicity, and how the relationship between power and privilege play out in African 





stem from socioeconomic class. Although the United States has been home to Destiny for over 
20 years, her Jamaican heritage and customs are an important piece of her identity. Bringing the 
two cultures together, Destiny draws upon her Jamaican and American identity to inform how 
she engages with others.   
While working in higher education, Destiny has found it difficult to build relationships in 
the workplace based on her race. She finds it difficult to build these relationships at the director 
level and above. When in these positions Destiny has experienced microaggressions, racism, and 
misogyny, but she uses those experiences as an opportunity to push forward and do the work she 
was called to do. In Jamaica, there is a saying in which Destiny uses when faced with difficult 
circumstances. The saying, “We are not here to count the cows, we are here to drink the milk” 
means it doesn’t matter what is going on the main focus is getting the milk and sharing the milk. 
For Destiny, the milk is impacting the lives of students and showing up every day to put her best 
foot forward.    
Melanie  
Similar to Destiny, Melanie, the VPSA at Burgundy college was introduced to student 
affairs in her master’s degree program. She was a graduate assistant in the counseling center and 
really enjoyed the support group for women of color and the student aspect the job had to offer. 
Melanie’s mentor at the time advised her to take the student affairs route. As an undergraduate 
and graduate student Melanie was very involved on campus. She served as a sorority president, 
student recruiter, and as a member of various student organizations, but Melanie never thought 
about the people who played a major role in her life and that it could be a career. After Melanie 
completed her master’s degree in Social Work, she began her Ph.D. in Educational 





Melanie has held several positions that led her to her current senior level role. Prior to her current 
role, Melanie’s positions included: housing, TRIO programs, student success programming, 
Assistant Dean, Associate Dean, and Dean of students.  
Although Melanie has been in higher education for 12 years, she faces many challenges 
surrounding her age. Melanie is the youngest in the participant sample. Several times throughout 
our encounters, she referenced the role her age plays while in a senior level administrative 
position at a PWI. At the time of the study, Melanie was 36 years old. Melanie found it 
challenging due to the fact that she looks younger than 36, so people have their own biases and 
challenges with her holding a leadership role at such a young age. Prior to her position as a 
VPSA, Melanie worked as a Dean of Students. Everyone who reported to Melanie was older 
than her, and they were not accustom to that dynamic. Melanie shared how she was called “little 
girl” on several occasions while in that position. Although, Melanie experienced more 
microaggressions around her age at her previous institution (HBCU), she now experiences 
microaggressions around her race at her current institution (PWI).   
 While working at a HBCU, Melanie’s Blackness “afforded her a lot of cache” whereas at 
her current institution she does not have the same privileges with her race. Melanie is very aware 
of her Blackness and what it means for racially minoritized students as well as what it means for 
white students on a predominantly White campus. She realizes her race can mean both good and 
bad for students, and she also recognizes the differences in expectations from the students based 
on her race. In terms of relationships with colleagues, being a Black woman Melanie is aware of 
the way she carries herself, and how others will perceive her particularly as the “angry Black 
woman”. It is something that is constantly on her mind and for so long it determined how she 





Black woman” and if others perceive her that way it is okay. She stated, “I will politely let others 
know yes I am angry, and here is why”. She states that their perceptions are not about her, but 
about themselves and it is something they should work on because of their own preconceived 
notions of what it means to be a Black woman.     
 During our time together, I got to know Melanie not only for her work ethic and the love 
and admiration she has for her students, but also what makes her a genuine, loving, and hard-
working Black woman. Through our talks Melanie expressed several factors and experiences that 
contribute to who she is as a person and how she approaches her work. For example, Melanie 
grew up in San Antonio, Texas and attended private schools throughout her early years of 
education. She constantly found herself being “the only one” in certain spaces, so she became 
very aware of her race and what it meant to be a Black girl. Before she knew the term code 
switch Melanie engaged in code switching at an early age. Although her parents had a 
background in higher education, other members of her family did not, and because of this she 
seen first-hand the discrepancies in socioeconomic status. In our interviews Melanie discusses 
how these experiences of code switching and varying class backgrounds impact her work and the 
ways she engages with communities of color. Additionally, Melanie attended a HBCU for her 
undergraduate experience. Attending a HBCU was a critical experience for Melanie. Her 
undergraduate experiences at a HBCU shaped how she approaches her students, how she wants 
her students to feel, and the importance of them being celebrated for who they are. This is 
especially important to Melanie working with racially minoritized students on predominantly 








 Yolanda is the VPSA at the University of Orange and has been in her current position for 
3 years. Prior to serving as the VPSA at University of Orange, Yolanda served as Vice Provost 
of Student Affairs and Assistant Dean of Students at a large midwestern university. Yolanda’s 
student affairs career began during her graduate studies at a Midwestern university while 
obtaining her master’s degree in counseling. It was during her graduate assistantship when 
Yolanda began to understand the profession of student affairs, what it means to impact student 
lives’, and to increase social mobility with first generation and low-income students. After 
receiving her Ph.D. in higher education, Yolanda worked as a high school counselor for 2 years. 
She quickly returned back to college campuses because she missed the students, their families, 
and the programming/activities aspect college campuses had to offer.  
   From an early age, Yolanda was exposed to education from various family members. 
Her aunts and uncles played a major role in shaping her love for education. Seeing her aunts and 
uncles as teachers, directors of career centers and colleges, as well as presidents of universities 
allowed Yolanda to experience various forms of education and the impact it has on lives. In 
addition to being exposed to several careers in education, Yolanda’s grandparents were foster 
parents. Yolanda expressed how seeing her grandparents engage and interact with people to 
change their lives had a major impact on who she is as a person. In particular those two 
experiences have shaped Yolanda as a person today.  
Faith  
Being a VPSA was never Faith’s goal. Similar to other participants, Faith was in her 
graduate career when she began to learn and understand what student affairs is. During her 





course. From there the professor suggested she look into becoming a student affairs administrator 
because of her strong administration background. Her involvement with student affairs did not 
come until years later when she was exploring Ohio State University’s campus. She met an 
administrator who was looking for someone to work with their African American students in 
particular. Given her background, Faith agreed to the job. It was from there that Faith fell in love 
with student affairs from seeing her students grow throughout their college career and knowing 
that she had an impact on them. 
When asked how she self-identifies, Faith answered, “as a seasoned Black woman, a 
mother, wife, educator, grandmother, community activist, and spiritual guider.” Each of these 
descriptors were continuously displayed throughout our conversations. In particular, Faith draws 
on her descriptor as a seasoned Black woman to justify her actions in her current senior level 
position. As one of the oldest participants in the sample, Faith has over 15 years of experience in 
higher education. Faith described herself as a very disciplined and “no-nonsense” type of leader 
due to her background in military police and corrections. While telling stories about experiences 
she has encountered or the way she has managed situations, Faith would often say “now you see 
why folks have trouble with me leading in this position.” Faith tends to use this straightforward 
approach of discipline and no-nonsense with her colleagues especially when it comes to 
advocating for her students.   
Although Faith uses a more straightforward approach with her colleagues, when it comes 
to engaging with her students Faith draws on her mother and grandmother identities. It was 
evident through our conversations that Faith adores her students and she will go above and 
beyond to make sure their needs are being met. Even in our short amount of time together her 





descriptors play an important role in her life and make up who she is. When asked how much 
importance she places on her identity as a Black woman she stated,  
on a daily basis, especially at a PWI, 99%. It is in everything I do, and I do it not for 
myself, but so racially minoritized students can see that it is possible. I don’t do any work 
for myself anymore. I just want to make sure that I am leaving a legacy, so my students 
will know that it is possible. 
 
Irene  
Irene has been in higher education over half of her career. Prior to higher education, Irene 
was in corporate America. Regardless of where she worked diversity related issues has always 
been something she was engaged in. She attributes her love for diversity work to her mother and 
grandfather. Both, her mother and grandfather were a part of the Civil Rights Movement. Irene’s 
father is biracial, so diversity work has always been a part of her background and how she was 
raised. Seeing injustices firsthand at an early age and seeing her mother and grandfather fight for 
the rights of people of color has impacted the work that Irene does throughout her life.  
Knowing that these same social injustices happen across American higher education 
institutions, Irene began her career in higher education. Irene has served at Gray University for 
19 years. She is currently the VPSA and Title IX Coordinator. She has been in her current 
position for 3 years. When talking with Irene she expressed the way she acquired her current role 
was “unconventional”. She had been asked if she would consider the role once her predecessor 
was promoted to provost. Unbeknownst to her, Irene was being watched for the VPSA position 
due to her transformational leadership approach. At the time there were several discussions 
around diversity and leadership at the university, and Irene believed that she acquired the role 
because it is a predominantly White campus and her being a Black woman in a senior level 





Despite how she acquired the role, it is evident that Irene loves her current position. She 
makes her students the center of everything she does. For example, when conversations around 
diversity are happening Irene is intentional in how she describes diversity. She stated, “diversity 
is not just about color, diversity means a wide array of things and it also includes inclusion. I 
have to remind my colleagues of that especially when it comes to my students.” Although Irene 
engages and considers all of her students, she has a special affinity to Black students. Not only 
because she identifies as a Black woman, but also, she notices students’ journeys who mirror 
hers. For those reasons Irene holds her RMS to a higher standard because she knows someone 
else is looking out for those who do not identify as racially minoritized.   
Whitney  
During her undergraduate career Whitney did not have any mentors or anyone who 
invested in her success. Ten years after receiving her undergraduate degree in English and 
psychology, Whitney received her Ph.D. in higher education policy. Once she received her B.S. 
Whitney had no idea what her future held. Eventually she received her first job working at 
University of California-Irvine. It was in that position where Whitney learned what student 
affairs was and that it could be a career. She worked in a temporary position connecting students 
with advisors, mentors, and student success personnel. That is when she realized if she had the 
same support in her undergraduate career her experience would have been much different. 
Knowing that is what she lacked in her undergraduate career, Whitney decided to get involved in 
student affairs to help students develop and grow outside of the classroom and better their 
undergraduate experience. She realized that there were professionals on campus who were not 
100% invested in students’ success. From there Whitney has spent 40 years in student affairs and 





Both of Whitney’s parents have college degrees. Her father has a Ph.D. in psychology 
and was very prominent in his field. She attributes her parents’ education to her drive. When she 
was 4 years old, Whitney’s father received his Ph.D. Whitney later learned that a Ph.D. is one of 
the highest degrees to hold and began to learn the value of higher education. At a young age 
Whitney observed the relationship her father had with his students and she wanted something 
similar. Today, it is evident that Whitney has found her niche as VPSA where she has been in her 
current role for 5 years. Prior to, she served in the same position at another institution for 8 years.  
The longevity of Whitney’s career in student affairs has awarded her with several lasting 
relationships with current and former students. When asked to think about her life experiences 
and the impact they have on who she is today Whitney discussed how she pays it forward. The 
work she does is not for her, but for her students. One of the aspects Whitney finds the most 
rewarding is mentoring, coaching, and encouraging her students and young professionals 
throughout their careers.    
Following data analysis techniques that included transcription and two levels of coding, 
the study has two core themes that address the proposed research questions. The first theme, 
“reach out and touch somebody’s hand,” addresses the first research question. This specific 
theme spoke to me from various conversations I shared with my participants. From my 
perspective, I see engaging in policies, practices, and/or behaviors as an intentional action that is 
used to make an impact on students. The second theme, “there’s beauty in the struggle,” 
addresses the second research question. This specific theme speaks to the various understandings 







Theme 1: “Reach Out and Touch Somebody’s Hand” 
Behaviors—Relationships with students 
Through conversations with participants, it was evident that each of them found it 
important to engage in these behaviors/practices in order to reach out and touch somebody’s 
hand, particularly students who identified with a similar background as them. Participants in the 
study engaged in several behaviors, practices, and policies to create a more welcoming 
environment for RMS. All six participants spoke to the importance of not only engaging in 
certain behaviors/practices for RMS, but also making sure that as Black women VPSAs, students 
knew who they were and where to find them. Majority of the participants were told prior to 
assuming the role of VPSA that once they were in the role, their relationships with the students 
would diminish. Each participant expressed that they would not have a job if it was not for the 
students, and they had to think about them first. For example, Faith has a robust relationship with 
her students on campus. She discusses how she moved her office once in the role of VPSA to be 
closer to students.  
I moved my office to a residence hall. So, there's a resident hall connected to my area. I'm 
in the same building as the students. I'm very connected with students. I wanted my office 
in this location to have that access to students. So, students would see me, they would 
know who I am and yeah, cause I'm not teaching this year. So, usually I'm in the 
classroom, but by me not being in the classroom, I felt that there was a void.  
As for Irene, having an open-door policy is essential for her. In her interview, she 
discussed how once she assumed the role of VPSA, maintaining that open-door policy was 
important, especially early on in her role. Irene later realized that with her open-door policy, a 
procedure was necessary, because RMS would bypass deans and assistant deans to meet with 
Irene. Although she shares a “special affinity to Black students,” Irene’s open-door policy 





I meet with students, but I only meet with them when it gets to a certain level. For 
instance, early in my career I tried to keep the same pace where I had an open-door policy 
in this role. When I first stepped into this role, I did not want to lose contact with 
students. So, I still had my open-door policy for the first year, but I realized that I needed 
to have a gatekeeper and I needed to allow, the dean, the assistant dean, and students to 
go through a process because they would just side step everyone else, and especially the 
students of color. I just want to see Ms. Irene. I don't want to talk to anybody else. And 
that's fine, but sometimes you have to go through these steps because I can't… no one 
needs be able to say that I favorite, or they get anything special from me, but I do all the 
time, I have my favorites, but at least go through the steps.  
 
Melanie, the VPSA at Burgundy College, is in a unique position in terms of where she 
lives in relation to the campus. Melanie lives adjacent to campus, a 5-minute walk, making her 
very accessible to student life on nights and weekends. She will often invite various student 
groups, such as the women of color support group, to her house to build rapport and facilitate 
discussions. She finds it important to be accessible to students and let students know that she is 
on campus and available. Below, Melanie describes how it is difficult to get RMS to engage in 
various resources as a group.  
The students of color here are in an interesting space and that they want support, but they 
don't seek it at all. But when it's there, they also don't take advantage of it. So, we started 
a woman of color support group. We had monthly events at my house and students just 
didn't come. We would do office hours every week in the unity lounge again, students 
wouldn't come. And so, it's this we need support, we need the support and when we give 
you support you don’t show up, but individually, right? Like I have students who are like, 
can I come talk to you? Can I come see you? Can I write a paper about you? So, it's just, 
it's a really interesting dynamic. And so, I think that those relationships are there because 
I show up and I made myself available. And even if they don't always seek it out, I think 
they know and feel like, okay, she's the person I can go to.  
 
Although many of the VPSAs represented in the study do not have day-to-day 
interactions with students (some through clubs/organizations, student employees, mentees, etc.), 
participants expressed the importance of building relationships with students. In one instance, 
Destiny expressed without students she would not have a job. In another instance, she describes 





to do the same. When asked, how does language/communication allow you to practice effective 
leadership? Destiny answered:  
It’s germane in everything that I do. So, I feel language and communication are a part of 
my leadership and relationship with students. I've shared this with my staff here and I 
share it everywhere. Students know when you don't care about them, and when you're 
just filtering them through. I can't teach authenticity. I can't teach you how to create 
relationships with students. But if I'm creating relationships with students, my 
expectation is that you're going to do it as well. It's that little line in a new job description 
that says all other duties as assigned. I feel language is just a part of that. I feel we have 
an amazing team here, but I feel for far so long a lot of things have gone on unchecked, 
and allowed folks to function in this bubble of privilege, particularly as it pertains to how 
we engage with our students.   
 
For me, this particular quote spoke specifically to the critical multiculturalism phase in 
the ACL framework. McDowell and Fang (2007) refer to critical multiculturalism as 
“perspective that values diversity and acknowledges the politics of cultural differences and social 
location.” In this phase of ACL language, culture, and experiences of the leader directly impact 
their leadership practices. In the above quote we can see how Destiny’s language and 
communication directly impacts her leadership practices with students as well as colleagues. 
Yolanda is a VPSA at the largest university represented in the sample. With over 30,000 
undergraduate students, Yolanda still makes it a point to be accessible to students. I asked 
Yolanda if she sees herself as a mentor to the RMS on campus. She answered, “Yes, I do. I try to 
make connections with them, and to help them understand my door is always open.” Knowing 
that there are numerous students on campus I asked Yolanda how she does that especially if 
students are not in clubs/organizations.  
You know, that's where you have to break it down and then have open dinners or going 
into the residence halls or sitting in the dining courts. You know having lunch or 
whatever and just saying hi to students. I want them to understand who I am. I try to 








Throughout my continued conversations with the participants, othermothering, a tradition 
commonly known in the African American community, existed between Black women VPSAs 
and RMS. Othermothering is defined as African American women assisting blood-mothers by 
sharing responsibilities (Collins, 2000). The idea of othermothering is that of empathetic, 
nurturing, and in a sense obligatory for individuals who identify with the African American 
community. Collins (2000) states, "unlike the traditional mentoring so widely reported in the 
educational literature, this relationship goes far beyond that of providing students with either 
technical skills or a network of academic and professional contacts" (p. 191). Othermothering, 
entrenched in the African American community since slavery, served as a survival mechanism 
for educational and cultural transmission (Case, 1997). Today, the traditions of othermothering 
remain vital to the African American heritage and is often viewed as an essential element for the 
survival of Black people. Othermothering extends to the work done by Black women in the 
academy. This section will highlight participant engagements with othermothering.  
 Ingrained in the identities of African Americans, is the African heritage of communalism. 
Giving credit to the HBCU model, several participants discussed how they practice 
othermothering, a form of communalism, when working with RMS. HBCUs continue to invest in 
and value students, while showing fidelity to their mission(s). The activities of looking after 
oneself and looking after one another are integral in the communities HBCUs serve—these are 
extensions of familial behavior found across the HBCU culture. The culture of HBCUs can best 
be characterized as a place of refuge, one of caring, one that builds confidence, and one that 
equips students with the required understandings and skills needed to make an immediate 





backgrounds; some attended a HBCU while others worked or sent their children to a HBCU. In 
one conversation Irene attributes her othermothering work and success to the HBCU model.  
I really attribute my success to the HBCU model that I experienced at Cheney, which I 
now utilize when I'm doing my own work. If you're not in class and you're telling me you 
need a note for this or you need support for that, I shouldn’t see you somewhere playing 
around. I'm calling you out and so then I will call them in my office. I don't embarrass 
them, but I will let them know. And so, then you know white people don't understand it. 
They don’t get why students of color just listen to Mama Irene. Some people call me 
mom and I don’t mind it.  
 
In the first round of interviews participants were asked to broadly identify themselves. 
Participants used descriptors to showcase their race/ethnicity, relationship to others, sexual 
orientation, religion, and numerous other descriptors. When asked how she identifies, Faith 
answered: a seasoned Black woman, mother, wife, grandmother, educator, a community activist, 
and spiritual guide. When working with RMS, Faith calls on her mother identity the most. When 
asked why, Faith answers:  
I think it's because we are communal people and by me being . . . I’m probably perceived 
as the elder. So, when there's things that happen in my students’ lives, they're going to 
come to me. They will pick up the phone. They call me, they text me or they run in my 
office. It can be anything from boyfriend, girlfriend, relationship issues to coming out, or 
not having enough money. I'm hungry. It's those things. Yeah. So, I think it's more of a 
maternal part. You know, if you need a hug on this campus . . . everybody knows I'm the 
hugger on this campus. I hug students regardless of race. So, students are used to me 
hugging.  
 
Although Faith expresses that she hugs all students regardless of race, not all students receive her 
maternal care.  
When I work with African American students and other students of color, I can pretty 
much take off my hat as vice chancellor and speak as an African American, or African 
American woman, or whatever, or a maternal figure or whatever you want to call it. But 
when I'm with other students, no. I'm strictly in a vice chancellor role and I maintain that. 
I maintain that because I think they . . . there's a respect thing going on there, a respect 
issue. For them to have the experience of working with an African American 
administrator, something that not everybody gets the opportunity to do. So that’s why I 
do it. I also have everyone call me Dr. including the chancellor. She can call everyone by 





people who look like me have told me that it is egotistical. I don’t think it is. I think it is 
important for students of color to see me in this space and know they can achieve the 
same thing. And that’s why I do it.  
 
In a conversation with Destiny she expresses how she is in this line of work to impact the 
lives of students. She recalls how it has been difficult for her throughout her career to transition 
to new institutions because of the relationships she has built with RMS. Feelings of guilt once 
consumed her mind when job opportunities arose at other institutions. Destiny eventually had to 
learn how to not feel guilty when building such strong relationships with RMS and later 
transitioning institutions.  
The cycle just kept happening because as a woman of color, I feel I also do other 
mothering. And, and for me what that means is being a mother figure or a sister figure or 
a figure who looks like them. I had a lot of guilt around that for a very long time. And I 
got to the point where I'm like, y'all will be all right. I'm a phone call away. So, I feel as a 
woman of color, that's some of the things that we also navigate. The guilt of what are 
these Black and Brown babies going to do without me here. I realized that there was 
some arrogance in that to feel as if people can't exist without your presence because in the 
grand scheme of things, we're just a small portion of people's lives. We just have to make 
it impactful. Once I finally grasped that and realized that, transitions became a little bit 
easier for me.  
 
With over 20 years of experience in higher education, Irene has always had a 
commitment to diversity and inclusion work. She ascribes her commitment to diversity to her 
upbringing. Both parents and her grandfather were in the Civil Rights Movement. From an early 
age, her identity as a Black woman and what it meant to be Black in America was ingrained in 
her. These upbringings reflect in her work with students. She describes her commitment to 
diversity by stating, “I think it is just a part of who I am and the way I was raised.” In talking 
about her relationship with students, Irene narrates her relationship with African American 
students in particular.  
I look out for all students, but there's an affinity to African American students. It's just 
different, and I would be lying if I said it wasn't, I hold them to a certain standard. I just 





okay. They're my personal responsibility because the number of students of color is 
smaller. I want to make sure they're all right. I double check on them because I know 
someone's taking care of the other students, because of the environment that we're in. I 
feel that the other students will have the white professors male and female looking out for 
them. Even though there's just one me and a smaller number of us, the minoritized staff 
and administration, I feel that I have a sense of responsibility to lookout for them and to 
take care of it especially here at PWI.   
 
In CRT, a component of ACL, individuals examine race and racism across dominant 
cultures by examining how these dominant cultures perpetuate systematic racism. In the above 
quote Irene speaks about how white professors male and female (the dominant culture at her 
PWI) continue to perpetuate systemic racism by “looking out for white students”. Individuals 
who practice CRT attempt to understand how these spaces are affected by cultural perceptions of 
race, as well as how to represent themselves in these spaces. One way Irene, Destiny, and Faith 
represent themselves in these spaces when it relates to RMS is by engaging in othermothering.  
Today, the traditions of othermothering remain vital to the African American heritage 
and is often viewed as an essential element for the survival of Black people. 
In Black Feminist Thought Collins sees othermothering in the academy as:  
Work that extends beyond traditional definitions of mentorship. It is sharing of self, an 
interactive and collective process, a spiritual connectedness that epitomizes the 
Africentric values of sharing, caring, and accountability. (p. 68)  
 
“Black women’s feelings of responsibility for nurturing the children in their extended family 
networks have stimulated a more generalized ethic of care where Black women feel accountable 
to all the Black community’s children” (Collins, 1990, p. 49). Participants throughout the study 
articulated how their relationships with RMS goes beyond just mentoring. In some instances, 
participants open their homes, foster nurturing environments, provide food and/or resources to 





speak to Collins definition of othermothering going far beyond mentorship to include sharing, 
caring, and accountability.  
Practices 
Across all six institutions there are several offices, programs, and/or resources that have 
work directly related to diversity and inclusion issues. Depending on the institution size, some 
institutions offer more resources than others. Although these programs, offices, and resources are 
in place, participants in the study expressed sometimes they are not enough due to budgeting 
crises, timing, and various resources. With around 11,000 undergraduate students at the 
University of Red, there are only two offices that have work directly related to diversity and 
inclusion issues: The Multicultural Center and the Office of International Programs. Destiny, the 
VPSA at The University of Red, stated that the division of student affairs also has work related 
to diversity and inclusion issues. She makes it a point to create a more welcoming environment 
for racially minoritized students by addressing social injustices on campus directly. When asked 
how she handles these issues, Destiny answered: “you speak to them and you, you offer training 
and you set expectations and have corrective action conversations. You also attach consequences 
to those.” She goes on to provide a metaphor to illustrate when varying perspectives and 
identities create incidents of injustices how she addresses these issues.  
We all play in the same sandbox, and it doesn't mean that someone may not pee in the 
sandbox, but when they do well, we have to remove the pee, put more sand in it, and talk to 
them about why peeing in the sandbox is probably not appropriate. So, that's how I see 
addressing those issues. You don't leave them to fester. You definitely don't sweep them 
under the rug, but you talk through them, you go back to your mission and remember who 
you are doing this work for and why. Our mission here at University of Red is creating a 
global experience for students. So, what does that mean? And we have to keep in mind doing 
the work to support that.  
 
A part of the work involves members around the campus and larger community to be engaged 





The University of Red, Destiny has already experienced occurrences of students being racially 
profiled at the hands of the Sheriff’s department.  
So, we have a partnership with our Sheriff's department, and we have students who believe 
that they're being racially profiled. Having conversations about what we need to do to disrupt 
that and why is important. It’s also important to have the student voice and listen to them in a 
way that doesn't minimalize their voices, labeling them as angry or upset because they're 
angry. And it’s okay and letting them know that it’s okay to be angry. I believe you show up 
for students and you let them know that they're not alone.  
 
The University of Blue is home to approximately 2,300 undergraduate students. Though their 
racial minority student population has grown since Faith has been at the university, she still finds 
it difficult to change the faces of faculty and staff to accommodate the growing racial minority 
student population. I asked Faith if she thought she had been successful in terms of diversity 
work at the university. She first answered, “no, not at all . . . well I may have put a dent in some 
things.” Her full response follows.  
No. I don't think I'm being successful at all. I think . . . I might be. I might've put a dent in 
some things. I was successful with Greek life, bringing National Panhellenic Conference 
(NPC) on our campus. Honestly, now that I think about it, I've been successful with first 
generation students and the diversity center you know those types of things. But, yes, it’s 
definitely much bigger than me. And it'll take years for that to happen and I won’t be here 
when that happens, but it will always be in my forefront while I’m here. I will always 
fight for that. I don't know anything else. When I first started here 10 years ago, I think 
there were 27 African Americans students on campus. So, then we had this big rush of 
students from the major surrounding city. We had a diversity plan, how to recruit students 
from underrepresented areas, international students, and those types of things. So, our 
population grew. I most definitely had something to do with that. On the downside of it, 
the students are here, but I couldn't change the face of the staff and the faculty members. 
 
While several student affairs divisions are known for having more diversity in terms of 
staffing compared to the academic side of the institution, Faith the VPSA at University of Blue 
has noticed that the counseling center lacks a diverse staff. She expressed how she is not afraid to 





policies related to RMS. Below Faith explains why “she goes so hard” to diversify the staff in the 
counseling center.  
I am one of those people who put things in peoples’ faces. For an example, I have a 
counseling center that does not have anyone from under representative groups. I have a 
decent number of students from under representative groups and international students on 
my campus. And they always ask, “oh can you sign this paper to get extra help in the 
counseling center” or something. And I will tell them, “nope!” They will ask why. I tell 
them you know you can't bring another white person in here. I'm telling you that now. I 
tell them, “no, you can go find somebody. It just takes time. It takes work to find us.”  
 
And the reason why you gotta do the work is because we've been denied those 
opportunities to be in those positions that we need. So, I tell them, “look you belong to 
organizations so go network. Get out there, network, find somebody that looks like me, or 
someone who speaks Spanish.” Sometimes you just don't want to go hard all the time, but 
you have to. You have to do it because if you don't then you become the counselor, and 
that's what I tried to explain to them. These students are not just walking in my office 
because they don't have nothing else to do. They come see me because they have issues. I 
can't take care of everybody's issues, and that's the part they don't understand.  
 
Institutions like The University of Red, University of Blue, Burgundy College, and Gray 
University all have a Multicultural Center that provides a space for racially minoritized students 
to engage in programs, receive mentoring, extra tutoring, and a place of refuge to debrief from 
the macro and microaggressions experienced daily across the institution. At the University of 
Blue, there are cultural houses to represent each underrepresented group that provide the same 
support that the Multicultural Centers do. Within the last 5 years, Turquoise University received 
a Black house for their students. Whitney, the VPSA at Turquoise University, describes her 
experience on how she fought for the Black students to have this space on campus.  
Over 50 years ago in 1968, I think it was, like many African American students across 
the country, we had our African American students take over our administration building 
and offered a series of demands, one of which was the university provide a Black house, 
That never really got traction. So, when I got here, students continued to ask for that. I 
told them I’m all in support of that. A couple of years later, an African American student 
wrote an editorial in the student newspaper about the need for Black house on campus 
and saying how they hadn't done it yet. I reached out immediately to that student and I 
said, “hey, look the fraternity has gotten themselves kicked off campus. I'm going to take 





Before I went any further, I went and talked to my boss, the chancellor and said, this is 
something I want to do, but I want to do it with your support.  
 
He was not in favor because he couldn't understand why it is you would want to do this. 
He really saw that as a segregation. And so, the provost and I really had to convince him, 
he wasn't convinced, but he was willing not to stand in the way of us doing it. Subsequent 
to that, I presented it at a board of trustees meeting. And once again, the board did not 
understand. They were not supportive. We had at this point already done it, but you 
know, I really put myself out there and why I thought this was important.  
 
The first phase of the ACL framework is transformational leadership in which Tichy and 
Ulrich (2008) describe as “bringing about fundamental changes in the organizations basic 
political and cultural systems.” Leaders who adopt a transformational leadership approach create 
new practices from old ones and challenge the organization’s current policies, practices, and 
structures. In the above quote Whitney described how she put herself out there to advocate for 
RMS at an institution that was behind 50 years. Leaders like Whitney are vital to the 
advancement of higher education institutions to address educational issues and to challenge 
changes in power. In addition, in this particular section Faith, Destiny, and Whitney spoke to 
fighting to removing racism within their educational environments through their non-
conventional and culturally responsive practices. 
Granted these spaces are being created for racially minoritized students, they should be 
equipped with staff who have knowledge on how to provide culturally engaging environments to 
students. For example, Irene requires all 35 members of her staff to take diversity training across 
all 13 student affairs departments. She believes in having a staff that represents multiple 
identities, not just racial, but also sexual orientation, (dis)ability, religion, and gender. Below 
Irene describes the types of trainings her staff must take yearly.  
We have inclusive training dealing with LGBTQ students, diversity training, training for 
our students who are on the spectrum, mental health training, mental health first aid. My 
entire staff has been trained in mental health first aid. So, when I think of inclusion, I 






I asked Irene how she addresses racial issues on her campus of 3,000 students. She answers:  
Head on. When there's a challenge, it creates an opportunity for learning and engagement. 
So, if something should happen, we investigate it. Once it's investigated, we address it. If 
I have to send a mass email out affirming anyone who has been offended, I will do so. 
That's something that I don't wait for the president to greenlight, for me to do. When it 
comes to students, they need to know that they belong there. They need to know that 
they're valued. When I'm aware of it we address it and my staff has to address it as well, 
so students know that they're cared about.  
 
Similar to Irene, Faith addresses issues head on and provides a prompt response time to 
students addressing such issues.  
So, if I had an incident where someone wrote with chalk, “build a wall.” I immediately 
meet with my students and say just come and vent and say whatever they need to say. I'm 
not afraid. And I believe the more time you waste on trying to do it the right way . . . 
there is a way you have to deal with people. You've got to meet students where they are. 
And so, when I know that there's an incident that happens on my campus, I'm dealing 
with it straight up. I'm not waiting 48 or 72 hours or anything of that nature, because they 
gone come in here anyway and say what’s on their minds. I host forums. I'll bring my 
staff, I'll bring my residence life people, all the people that I know that they may have a 
beef with. Then I also have a time where I meet the students at Starbucks. I'm there for 
two hours and they get to come up there and to hang out and we just talk about any issues 
they have.  
 
Published research informs us that racially minoritized students often experience feelings 
of isolation, tokenism, and microaggressions when attending PWIs. The term token reflects one’s 
status as a symbol of one’s kind. Elizabeth Kanter (1977) explains that the token person will 
repeatedly be asked to represent their group and therefore becomes “symbols rather than 
individuals” (p. 966). Melanie, the VPSA at Burgundy College has experienced faculty members 
tokenizing students who identify with a racially minoritized population. Melanie explicates how 
she advocates for these students because they are rarely engaged in the conversations around the 
table. She explains how it happens more often than not with faculty tokenizing RMS, and how 





We had to have some conversations about our faculty. We were getting these reports that 
a faculty member in the classroom was singling out students of color and having them 
speak about their experiences as students of color. The faculty member was making this 
broad sweeping assumption because they were students of color, that their experience 
was one of kind of like, being poor and not having access and assuming that all of the 
white students in the class were not poor and had access. It was one of those situations I 
was in a meeting where this came up and I stated, “this faculty member is probably not 
the only person who was doing this.”  
 
We need to be really clear that there needs to be a conversation with this faculty member, 
but there also needs to be a broader conversation with the faculty at large that this is not 
just this one faculty member. This is about the way you're making these students of color 
feel, but you also are alienating potentially these white students as well because you don't 
know their experience. You are assuming that all of them have this monolithic 
experience. And that all people of color have this monolithic experience and that you are 
going to then spotlight these individuals and make them tell their stories. And so how do 
we engage in these conversations with faculty to hold them accountable? They also have 
to understand that yes, what you did is wrong and you are participating in racist behavior. 
I'm not calling you a racist, but you are participating in racist behavior. You need to step 
out of your fragility and your privilege in order to understand the impact that you're 
having on somebody else. Because in this moment is not about you.  
Though feelings of isolation and lack of support do not disappear when entering the same 
institution with administrators of the same identity, these feelings are often lessened and become 
easier to confront and cope. Melanie intentionally is present to the student body, creating genuine 
relationships with students and their parents. 
I'm present. I'm gonna say hey to you. If I know you are from Louisiana and like football 
we gone talk about the Saints. I'm gonna ask you how your mama is. Cause I know that 
matters to you. When I see Black parents at events, I'm talking to them. I'm making it a 
point to try to remember things about those students, be it where they're from, or even a 
conversation that I had with them. So they know that they are seen in this space. I'm 
following up with them, making sure that they get put on committees because they're just 
not thought of in that way. I also believe in challenge and support. And again, it’s 
accessibility, you know, so when students text my phone and say, “can we come to your 
house and we're having a crisis in the Black community.” And I'm like, all right, I don't 
necessarily want to be bothered at 9 pm on a Sunday, but because I need them to know 
that that level of support is there for them.  
 
Although each VPSA represented in the study has their own practices on how they create 
a more welcoming environment for racially minoritized students, each VPSAs’ practices are 





and articulating to them that they do belong in these spaces creates a small system of support to 
help racially minoritized students make sense of and cope with their experiences at PWIs.  
Policies 
The VPSAs represented in the study also engage in improving policies that are in place at 
their institutions. While engaging in conversation with my participants, it was expressed that 
specific policies could not be created specifically for RMS; thus, the VPSAs engage in 
advancing existing policies with RMS in mind. Faith recalls working in financial aid and 
realizing that there was some ignorance on the institutions part and how they billed students.  
I have a policy for financial aid. When I was overseeing financial aid, I realized that there 
was ignorance on our part of not knowing about financial aid. So now there's a policy that 
states that when they receive the check… many times they would get their check before 
all bills were finalized to them. And so of course, you know when you get $2,000 you 
know what you're going to do. You're going to have some fun, you're going to buy 
clothes, and that kind of stuff. Well now there’s a policy that clearly states that financial 
aid has to say to that student when they give them the money that the following items 
have not been placed on their account, such as your housing, your meal plan, or all those 
things. So now that's in place. I had to tell them, they cannot just go ahead and just send 
them a check and then try to hold them accountable at the end. So, that was most 
definitely one that I really thought about my students who look like me more than 
anything else.  
 
Faith shared how two colleagues participated in cultural appropriation during Halloween. 
With the heightened political events happening throughout the United States, students were even 
more outraged at the staff’s behavior. Students wanted the staff fired, but Faith knew due to state 
laws she could not perform such actions. Below Faith describes how she was feeling as a Black 
woman in a senior level position, receiving such criticism from the public.  
I was so overwhelmed. That was probably the hardest week I've ever had to be very 
honest. And because it was viral, I was getting it from everybody. It came from the 
community telling me what I should do and everything. It was quite interesting, you 
know, that I was in that position of, of trying to educate the chancellor, a white woman 
about what’s the next steps, things that we should be looking at. I did get to see some 





who… you talk about some microaggressions popping out. They were coming at all 
directions.  
 
When asked how she handled the situation she answered:  
The chancellor and I met with our Hispanic students. We gave them a voice, well, that's 
who it was supposed to be, just them, but it ended up about 80 students showed up, all 
ethnicities. The students talked about what they wanted and most of them wanted them 
fired. Well unfortunately, in this state that is not going to happen. One thing was they 
were off duty, so I couldn’t touch them. It made it harder, and students couldn’t 
comprehend that. They returned back to work after a week, and they were required to do 
training. I removed the staff member that was in my area because they had access to 
student housing and rooms. The other staff member remained in her area, but I told them 
that she could not be at the front anymore. She could no longer be the first point of 
contact for students. I told them if they were going to keep her then she had to go in the 
back somewhere.  
 
So, we met with the students and helped them understand the process, why, what was 
happening, and that they were coming back. I do it to be transparent. That's all I can do. 
But legally I couldn't do anything to them. I tried to educate the students and that was 
very difficult. Especially when they see you as a different person. You know, they see 
you as a change agent and especially as a Black woman, and in this moment you're not 
the one that pushes for that. That’s what made it hard. 
Melanie, the VPSA at Burgundy College expressed how the institution has to improve to make 
RMS feel more welcomed once they are recruited. She expresses how students do not have a 
connection to the institution, but are attached to certain programs that are in place to help RMS.  
Are there things supportive outside of, again, the HEOP and AOP program? No. And that 
is really, and truly what we are kind of holding onto and we can't base everything off of 
these state funded programs because what happens is that students have no connection 
and identity really to the institution. They have a connection and an identity to that 
program because they feel like that program and not the institution is there for them, even 
though the institution is putting in funding for that program to work. But it is creating a 
silo that shouldn't be there and we're not figuring out how to help students understand that 
the institution supports you, not just the three people who work for this program. 
 
While it is unfeasible to create certain policies specifically for RMS, VPSAs do recognize 
the need for RMS to feel connected to the institution through more than just programs and 
cultural houses. Faith, Irene, Melanie, Whitney, Destiny, and Yolanda intentionally engage in 





for RMS. By reaching out and touching someone’s hand, particularly a student who identifies 
with a racially minoritized population, allows these students who have been historically 
marginalized to believe in themselves, achieve new heights, and uplift their own communities. I 
would like to close this section with two quotes from Destiny and Melanie.  
I believe that when you can educate a student, particularly educating a student of color, 
you are changing the trajectory of their lives. And by doing that, you are changing the 
trajectory of their community.—Melanie  
 
It's our responsibility if we've been afforded certain things to reach back and help, and 
not just marginalized students, or students of color, but students who are struggling in 
general.—Destiny  
 
Theme 2: “There Is Beauty in the Struggle” 
 Historically, groups that identify with a racial minority population have experienced 
various forms of racism, oppression, and marginalization. The saying, “there’s beauty in the 
struggle” is an axiom that has been used in the Black community and other communities of color 
to signify the overcoming of hardships. This specific theme speaks to the second research 
question. Between a combination of life, work, intersectional identities, and collegiate 
experiences, participants eluded to what contributes to their motivation to create welcoming 
environments for RMS.  
Upbringing  
Various participants expressed at an early age their upbringings impacted their decisions 
to engage in this line of work. Both Irene and Faith address how who they were raised around 
and what they were raised to do contribute to their understandings of motivation. For example, 
participants were asked how self-identified descriptors play a role in their lives. Faith described 
herself as a seasoned Black woman, mother, wife, grandmother, educator, community activist, 





Most of them are my foundation, who I am and where I come from. I think because I 
was raised in a strong community. Everything that I have named that is a part of me is 
what I saw. And so, that is a part of my DNA, and who I am as a person today. There's no 
doubt about it.  
 
When asked what she attributes her success to in terms of diversity and inclusion Irene 
answered:  
I attribute it to the way I raised. I would attribute it to my mother and my grandfather. My 
grandfather and my mom were part of the Civil Rights Movement, but we've all achieved 
various things. It was ingrained in us when we were kids. I also think it has a lot to do 
with my background. My dad is biracial. So, my grandmother was white. I think that's 
just part of who I am and the way I was raised. So, it came long before I arrived here at 
my current institution. Even when I worked in corporate, I used to serve on the corporate 
diversity committee, so it has always been a part of me. 
 
Lived experiences 
In addition to their upbringing, participants’ lived experiences also contributed to their 
motivation. Half of the participants are at least 60 years of age, while the other half of the 
participants range between 30-49. Although there is an age difference represented in the sample, 
there are a wide array of lived experiences that each participant discussed. Some of these 
experiences include their own collegiate involvements, encounters with racism, and their 
parental guidance.  
 Destiny is of Jamaican decent and moved to the United States over 20 years ago. She 
draws on her experiences of bigotry and racism to inform the work she does with students. 
Because she has experienced some of the same things that her students are currently navigating, 
she draws on her personal experiences as motivation to disrupt the status quo.  
I won't go with a standard because I’m Black, so I get it because I'm a firm believer that 
not all skin folk are kinfolk. Like, not all our experiences because we look alike are the 
same. My intersectionality is all over the place. I'm an international student. I'm a first-
generation college student. I'm Black. I'm a Black presenting woman, who people think 
I'm automatically African American, and I'm not. There are all these other layers that 
intersect to make me who I am and inform the work that I do. So, I feel my lived 





bigotry in different situations does help me to navigate, a conversation with a student 
who may be going through something.  
 
Irene outlines her lived experiences as a commuter and a full-time employee in terms of 
the experiences she draws from.  
I would go back to I was a student myself. I had to pay my own way through college. So, 
I use my life experience to kind of direct what I'm doing. And so, then the other 
distinction with me was we had financial aid, but the expected family contribution came 
from me. I worked full time. I was a commuter, I only lived on campus for a short time. 
So, I've been the unique student. Those are the experiences I draw from, but I also realize 
that things are a lot different. I like the engagement that I have with students; it helps me 
to navigate my professional life. I also really pay attention, listen, and draw from my 
younger staff.  
 
When asked how often she draw on her lived experiences to advocate for RMS Faith 
answered:  
Oh, probably two, three times a day. If not more. I'm their voice. Sometimes that's how 
policies are written. When you get to this level and when you're sitting at this table, 
you're making policies and you have got to remember who you work for. I don’t work for 
anybody but students. So, I most definitely have to think about who I work for, my 
personal experiences, and how those affect a future.  
Whitney, the VPSA at Turquoise University was the only participant to attribute some of 
her motivation to her parental guidance. At an early age she learned the importance of education 
from her father and seen the impact he had on his students’ lives. I asked Whitney, “when you 
think about your life experiences and their impact on who you are today, what comes to mind?”  
There are some that are pretty significant. One I would say is that my father received his 
Ph.D. in clinical psychology when I was a little girl. I was probably about four years old. 
And so, my earliest memories are witnessing my dad pursuing what I later found out was 
the highest degree that somebody could obtain. And so, from an early age I understood 
the value of a college education. My dad was a college professor, and then throughout my 
lifetime I witnessed the impact that my dad had on the students that he taught, mentored 
and advised. And that became part of my DNA.  
 
Educational experience/prior work experience 
Both Irene and Faith attended HBCUs for their undergraduate experiences. Though 





racially, and socially diverse. HBCUs foster a unique set of competencies along with 
“traditional” learning experiences. Both participants’ practices are informed by the HBCU model 
to engage in work with racially minoritized students. When asked what types of experiences she 
brings to advocate for RMS, Irene describes her undergraduate experience at her Alma Mater, 
stating:  
The other thing that is interesting is that I attended a Historically Black College. So that 
frame of reference has helped me because I don't know how to feel inferior to white 
people. I have no concept of that. What I often do is teach my students how to advocate 
for themselves and how to honor the fact that regardless of how they are paying for 
tuition, their money covers our salaries. So, there's an expectation that we need to meet as 
a staff and a university.  
 
When asked that same question Melanie replied:  
I would say that my HBCU experience definitely shaped me. I attended an HBCU and 
that was a critical experience for me in terms of the way that I think about my approach 
to students. The way that I want students to feel and the importance of being celebrated 
for who you are and all of your kind of many and multiple identities. I don't just see it 
from the lens of like someone who grew up middle class with a fair amount of privilege. I 
do see it from a different perspective, one that I can't say of my own or that I know 
intimately, but I still have very much been exposed to that space.   
The data represented above speaks to the ACL framework in a way that challenges 
education in response to domination, power, and access. Meaning, historically we have known 
PWIs to be homogeneous in terms of individuals who make-up and run the university, but 
because Melanie and Irene both attended HBCUs and now work at PWIs they can use those 
experiences to uplift their students in a way that may not have been possible without that HBCU 
experience. As the VPSAs they hold a certain level of power that has a direct impact on RMS 
experiences. 
Although Destiny did not attend a HBCU, she attributes her understandings to her 





Having experiences throughout those two years that exposed me to this feeling and the 
importance of someone like myself being a woman of color, being in the field and the 
impact that I can have on other lives. I believe our lives are not for us to just live. It's to 
impact those around us.  
 
In relation to her first work experience post undergraduate, Whitney realized that not 
everyone on campus was 100% committed to the success of students. She accredits this 
experience to her motivation to want to work in student affairs. When asked if there was an 
epiphany moment that led her to this line of work, Whitney answers:  
The epiphany moment was when I realized in my first temporary job working at a 
university after receiving my undergraduate degree, that there were people on campus 
who weren’t 100% invested in making sure that students were successful. I had not 
known that there were people like that on my campus and I wanted to make sure that I 
could ensure that students with whom I work would have the same kind of positive 
experience that I witnessed. I wanted to be those people. I later came to find out that they 
were student affairs people, and that’s when I realized what I wanted to do. I wanted to 
impact student lives in a positive way. 
 
Role models 
Similar to contributing her motivation to her father and his success in education, Whitney 
also allocates her understandings of motivation to the values her mother instilled in her at a 
young age. Following their divorce, Whitney’s mother raised her children alone, but the values 
and lessons her mother instilled in her at a young age motivate her to do the work she does today.  
My parents ended up divorcing when I was about eight. And I was close throughout my 
whole life to both of my parents, but my mother raised my sisters and me as a single 
parent. So, from my mom I learned that women can do whatever it is that we put our 
minds to. And so later on in life, when I heard other women lamenting the fact that they 
felt like they were stymied as women from pursuing their hopes and their dreams, Oh, 
that was just an anthem to me because my mother was such an incredible role model that 
I never believed that there wasn't anything that I couldn't do. Certainly, we all have 
setbacks throughout our life, but in terms of my core DNA, from my dad the importance 
of education, and mentoring from my mother, I am woman hear me roar are literally early 
messages that I received. I think the second core message I received was that I was 
capable of much more than I imagined that I could do, those things came with me 







Racial identity/cultural background/cultural capital  
Participants acknowledged their racial identity, cultural capital, and cultural background 
as understandings that contribute to their motivation. Although it is often strenuous to synthesize 
and navigate intersecting identities, the VPSAs in the study shared how their cultural capital, 
racial identity, and cultural background inform the work they do with RMS and how these 
understandings motivate them to engage in creating welcoming environments. Destiny finds 
using her personal narrative extremely useful when working with students.  
I think it humanizes me. I think it normalizes that experience. It's that cultural capital and 
that commonality that you share to say, I've been through the struggle. This is what that 
looks like for me. You can't give up. You have to keep pushing forward while identifying 
that you do have trauma, or you do have other things that are going on, but you will make 
it out.  
 
Destiny goes on to describe how her identity informs the work that she does with all students.  
I feel my identity is ingrained in how I view all things. That is my cultural capital. That's 
my background. I use my identity to inform the way I engage with students regardless if 
they're students who are presenting in a cultural way that mirrors mine or not. Because 
again, I feel that there are so many misunderstandings around race, ethnicity, gender, and 
those relations. So, for me it's disrupting that and standing firm in that. It’s also important 
for me to support and be confident in supporting diversity and inclusion and explaining to 
folks why that's not just a marginalized student thing, but how that enhances the 
experiences of all students in our community as a whole. So, my identity does inform the 
work that I do in that regard.  
 
In the above excerpt, Destiny draws upon her identity to inform her engagement with students 
from various cultural backgrounds. The ACL framework asks, “In what ways does my identity 
allow me to see alternative perspectives?” (Santamaría and Santamaría, 2012) Destiny is 
answering this question by allowing her identity to inform particular practices that pertain to 
disrupting misunderstandings around race, ethnicity, gender, and other relations. In one phase of 
ACL, critical multiculturalism, draws from multicultural, critical, and feminist discourses to 





(McDowell & Fang, 2007). In this phase of ACL language, culture, and experiences of leaders 
explicitly impact praxis. We can also infer from Destiny’s above vignette that her cultural capital 
explicitly impacts her practices.   
When asked how much importance she places on her identity as a Black woman Faith answered:  
On a daily basis. It’s probably, especially on a white on campus, at a PWI, I would 
probably 99.9%. Everything I do, I don’t do it for myself, but I do it so that 
underrepresented students can see that this is possible. Anything's possible, writing is 
possible. That when they open up their textbooks and they see my name on there they 
realize that it can happen. I don't do any work for myself anymore. I used to when I first 
started off, I wanted to be Dr. Faith. Today I just want to make certain that I'm leaving a 
legacy.  
Melanie expresses she does the work to impact the Black community. In this particular 
instance, she does not relate it to any particular understanding, except that it is her life, ministry, 
and passion.  
And this is for me about enhancing and educating the Black community. And I'm never 
going to touch the entire Black community, but I know that I'm planting seeds with folks 
who are planting their own seeds, who will plant their own seeds. I just have to have trust 
and faith that that is going to benefit us as a community. And when we win as a 
community it is a benefit for the entire world. When the students are coming in and they 
can go back to their space, college becomes possible for someone else in their family. It 
becomes possible for someone on their street, for someone in their high school in a way 
that it wasn't before because now it's tangible and it's real. In the same way that a student 
who might have never believed that they could run a company or be a be a vice president 
will see me and say, Oh, I can do that too. 
 
Motherhood 
All six of the participants have children, but Irene, Melanie, and Destiny in particular, 
attribute some of their motivation to having children. Irene had children who attended 
postsecondary institutions. She draws on their collegiate experiences of attending a HBCU to 
inform her work. 
But when I see those young people . . . I have kids that went through college and my 
oldest went to an HBCU. So that model was a little different. It's like a village family 






Irene also uses her motherly characteristics as a motivation to work with students. 
I would say mother kind of trickles into my work that I do when I serve students. I tend to 
put myself in their parents’ space. I think about what the student needs are making. I 
make sure that they're met and how we best serve them and their parents for the money 
that they're sacrificing for their student's education. 
 
Melanie has a 10-year-old daughter, who is an integral part in the work she does. Melanie 
describes how having her daughter made her realize how much she cares for her students and 
work, but she had to learn to prioritize work and family balance.  
The birth of my child put my priorities in order. I had my daughter and the same day I 
was sending emails. I later went into a coma and almost died. In that moment is where I 
realized as much as I love and value my students, they have families, they will move on. I 
have a child who is dependent on me; I will not give my students more than I give my 
own child. It's really easy in student affairs to go, go, go and to feel like you can't do 
anything for yourself or you've got to kind of like be this sacrificial person and that's not 
true. 
 
Melanie also draws on her own parental experience to engage with students and their parents.  
I needed to be in a space where I didn't have to choose between my job and being a 
parent. And this is a space where I can do both of those things and where my child is also 
very much celebrated in a part of the community. Being a mother also impacts my work. 
I have the ability to talk to parents as a parent and to step outside of my role as an 
administrator and think about situations as a parent.  
 
When asked to think about her life experiences and what comes to mind Destiny replied:  
My parents, my partner, my children, and my mentors. I figured out that this is what I 
wanted to do, but I feel having my boys kind of cemented that for me more. Cause I want 
better for them and I feel that we can't disrupt systems or make systems better unless we 
are a part of it. So, when I reflect on my children, parents, husband, mentors, and even 
my undergraduate experience as an international student, at the core of that is wanting to 
do better and make someone else's experience better than mine. And to leave anywhere 
better than I found it.  
 
While Destiny, Irene, and Melanie characterize motherhood as one of their understandings of  








 This chapter began with a brief description of the VPSA role, statement of purpose, and 
the purpose of the paper. The chapter then moved into findings denoted by two themes. The two 
themes that emerged from data analysis include: reach out and touch somebody’s hand and 
there’s beauty is in the struggle. The first theme, reach out and touch somebody’s hand spoke to 
the type of behaviors, practices, and policies the VPSAs employ to create a more welcoming 
environment for RMS. Some of these behaviors included VPSAs creating robust relationships 
with their students. Participants defined their relationships with RMS by being available outside 
of typical work hours, being accessible via text, email, and in-person, and being a mother figure 
for RMS. In terms of practices, VPSAs engaged in several practices that contribute to a 
welcoming environment for RMS. For example, Faith intentionally hires a diverse staff in her 
division to contribute to the sense of belonging for RMS. In addition to hiring diverse staff, 
several of the VPSAs mandate their staff to take a series of trainings related to diversity and 
inclusion. Participants advocate for RMS by creating places of refuge that provide RMS with a 
space to debrief, not only from their experiences at a PWI, but also personal life experiences. 
Participants also discussed the types of policies they engage in when advocating for RMS. 
Although it is unethical for participants to create policies specifically for this population, 
participants discussed how they modify existing policies that may not have taken this population 
into consideration when being written the first time.  
 The second theme, there’s beauty in the struggle, spoke to specific understandings that 
contribute to participants motivation to engage in the above behaviors, practices, and policies. 
The axiom “there’s beauty in the struggle” speaks to the various life experiences (upbringing, 





employ as understandings that are connected to their motivation. Some participants attribute a 
portion of their understandings to their lived experiences of encountering bigotry and oppression 
and wanting to create a better experience for students who look like them including their own 
children, while others attribute their understandings to their educational experiences and the 
HBCU familial model. In addition to their lived experiences, participants shared how diversity 
work is a part of their DNA from their upbringing, role models, and their intersecting identities 
of being Black and a woman. There’s beauty in the struggle signifies overcoming various 
hardships to acquire not only institutional access, but to be in a senior-level administrative 
position to create real change. Several participants spoke about the work they do is “bigger than 
them,” it is so Black and Brown students in these spaces today can see that these six Black 







Discussion, Implications, and Final Thoughts 
 This chapter includes a discussion of the findings in relation to the research questions, 
then shifts to limitations found in the study. Following limitations, implications for future 
research and practice are discussed. The chapter concludes with a summary. The purpose of this 
study was to identify how Vice Presidents of Student Affairs’ (VPSAs) role contribute to student 
development outside of the classroom by understanding how VPSAs address belongingness and 
create supportive environments for racially minoritized students (RMS). The two research 
questions that guided the study include: (a) What identifiable policies, practices, and/or 
behaviors, if any, do Black women VPSAs engage in to intentionally create a more welcoming 
environment for RMS? and (b) If any, what understandings contribute to that motivation to 
intentionally create a more welcoming environment for RMS?  
Discussion of Findings 
 After analyzing the participants’ practices and experiences, the following overarching 
outcomes directly answered the stated research questions. Specifically, the first research question 
addressed the behaviors, practices, and policies Black women VPSAs engage in to create a more 
welcoming environment for RMS.  
Behaviors 
 Participants engaged in two essential behaviors when working with RMS. All six 
participants spoke to the importance of not only engaging in certain behaviors/practices for 
RMS, but also making sure that as Black women VPSAs, students knew who they were and 
where to find them on campus. Perhaps one of the most important behaviors as an initial first 





participants voiced their intentionality around not only speaking to RMS and their parents, but 
also remembering specific facts about these students to show a level of care. In addition, 
participants expressed the importance of being visible in spaces where senior level administrators 
are rarely present. The participants in the study began to create strong relationships with students 
by attending student related events after hours, hosting events at their personal homes, having an 
open-door policy, and one participant even moved the location of her office to keep a close 
relationship with her students.  
Othermothering, the second behavior, is a tradition commonly known in the African 
American community where African American women assist blood-mothers by sharing 
responsibilities (Collins, 2000). The idea of othermothering is that of empathetic, nurturing, and 
in a sense, obligatory for individuals who identify with the African American community. 
Without the initial step of creating a relationship of trust, practicing the level of othermothering 
the participants engaged in would be difficult. For example, participants went far beyond 
providing students with technical skills or mentoring; instead, participants engaged in 
othermothering by holding RMS to higher standards. Some participants practiced othermothering 
by ensuring RMS went to class presentable and prepared because no one else on campus seems 
to be concerned about their success, while other participants practiced othermothering by 
opening their homes, providing food, and/or resources for students who struggled to eat, even 
serving as a therapist in some cases, as well as foster nurturing environments for RMS.  
Practices 
The practices presented in the study spoke to the actions Black women VPSAs engage in 
when their campuses present behaviors of social injustices. Specifically, how do participants 





when racist behaviors or acts of social injustices occur on their campuses, they address them 
head on. Participants rarely wait for the president or provost to give them permission to address 
such issues. The participants believed that in order to provide a more welcoming environment for 
RMS, such issues could not wait and are addressed immediately. The VPSAs in the study held 
student forums both on and off campus to address student concerns. VPSAs such as Faith also 
hold student forums off campus to provide RMS with a place of refuge at least twice a semester. 
Although nothing significant may have occurred on campus, these forums are still open to 
students as places to vent and express various concerns.  
 Practices occur at the campus, staff, and faculty level. For example, participants also 
discussed how they are intentional when hiring a diverse staff. When particular offices are 
homogenous in their demographic makeup, it makes it difficult for RMS to feel welcomed on 
campus. Due to these feelings of unwelcomeness, RMS will often turn to someone who they can 
identify with, and in this case, they turned to the Black women VPSAs at their respective 
campuses. In addition to hiring a diverse staff, all six participants require their staff to take yearly 
trainings surrounding a variety of topics. Trainings range from LGBTQ, diversity, mental health, 
to training for students who are on the spectrum. When VPSAs require their staff to take such 
trainings, it prepares the field of student affairs to work with a variety of students from various 
backgrounds who continue to enroll in higher education institutions. Also, VPSAs require such 
trainings in hopes that staff would be less likely to engage in behaviors that are detrimental to 
racially minoritized students’ success. Although each VPSA represented in the study had their 
own practices on how they create a more welcoming environment, each VPSAs’ practices are 
similar. By addressing social injustice issues when they occur, allowing students to have a voice, 





small system of support to help them navigate their experiences at predominantly White 
institutions.  
Policies 
Specific policies cannot be created explicitly for RMS; thus, the VPSAs engage in 
advancing existing policies with RMS in mind. Aside from Faith, VPSAs in the study did not 
have many policies to speak to. Faith recalls a financial aid policy in which students were 
receiving their refund checks before all charges were administered to their student account. With 
RMS in mind, Faith changed the financial aid policy to state the office of financial aid could not 
administer refund checks until all charges were present on students’ accounts. This was to ensure 
that once students received their refund, no surprise charges were added to their account. In 
addition, to making changes to the financial aid policy, Faith also made changes to assure 
students, specifically RMS, did not come in direct contact with two staff members who 
carelessly dressed as a border patrol officer and a Mexican immigrant for Halloween. This 
incident came under great scrutiny from students, campus officials, and the community. Though 
the staff members were not fired, Faith arranged existing policies to move both staff members 
from their previous positions to ensure they were no longer the initial point of contact for 
students. Prior to returning to work weeks later, the staff members were required to participate in 
a series of trainings. Students did not understand why the staff members were not fired, but Faith 
took steps to ensure the staff members involved had little to no interaction with students upon 
their return to work.  
 The second research question addressed the various understandings or insights that 
contribute to the Black women’s motivation of intentionally creating a more welcoming 





education/prior work experience, role models, racial identity/cultural background, and 
motherhood.  
Upbringing 
Various participants expressed at an early age their upbringings impacted their decisions 
to engage in this line of work. Identity descriptors play an important role in participants’ 
understandings. For example, some participants expressed that particular descriptors such as 
community activist, educator, and being a Black woman are all engrained in their DNA and 
impacts who they are as a person. Some participants expressed they attribute this motivation to 
the way they were raised, in terms of seeing their grandparents active in the Civil Rights 
Movement. Seeing that foundation at a young age provided participants with the motivation to 
engage in diversity and inclusion work throughout their careers.  
Lived experiences 
The lived experiences of the participants also contribute to their motivation. Participants’ 
ages ranged from 30-60 years of age, and despite the age range, participants spoke to similar 
lived experiences. For example, experiences included their own collegiate involvements, 
encounters with racism, and their parental guidance. When working with RMS, one participant 
draws from her own experiences of being a student of color who had little to no support 
throughout her collegiate experience. On the other hand, one participant spoke to her motivation 
deriving from her father’s role in academia being known as the godfather of Black psychology. 
In addition, another participant spoke to her own encounters with racism and bigotry on a 
predominantly White campuses as an international student. These lived experiences remain as 






Education/prior work experience 
Throughout the study, several participants attributed the HBCU model to their 
motivation. In addition, participants use the HBCU model in their work to help create welcoming 
environments for RMS. All participants represented in the study have some experience with 
HBCUs, whether they attended, worked, or sent their children to these institutions. In particular, 
Irene and Melanie’s experiences at their HBCUs contributed to their understandings. Attending 
an HBCU informed both Irene and Melanie’s experiences in terms of knowing how to navigate 
majority White spaces. They employ these understandings in their line of work to help RMS 
navigate these same spaces.  
Racial identity/cultural background/cultural capital 
Participants acknowledged their racial identity, cultural capital, and/or cultural 
background as understandings that contribute to their motivation. During data collection and 
analysis, it was evident that who these women were within the context of their identities was 
salient to my understanding of the influence of race, class, and gender on their academic roles, 
especially given the historical roles these social constructs have played in shaping the lives of 
people of African descent in the United States. Although it is often strenuous to synthesize and 
navigate intersecting identities, the VPSAs in the study shared how their cultural capital, racial 
identity, and/or cultural background inform the work they do with RMS and how these 
understandings motivate them to engage in creating welcoming environments. Participants place 
a vast amount of importance on their identity as a Black woman. This importance placed on their 
racial and gender identity shapes how they approach their work. Participants use their own 
personal stories when working with RMS for several reasons: (a) to relate to students, (b) they 





that anything is possible despite their circumstances or stories. Researchers have documented 
there is added value in the stories and narrative accounts educational leaders of color, women in 
particular, share about the ways in which they lead, which are qualitatively different from 
historically mainstream leadership practices (Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 1998; Dantley & 
Tillman, 2006; Jean-Marie, 2010; Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012). Additionally, participants 
expressed it is the cultural capital and commonality they share with students to be able to engage 
in their leadership practices effectively. In a 2012 empirical study by Santamaría and Santamaría, 
critical leaders innately strive to remove racism within their educational environments through 
their non-conventional and culturally responsive practices. The Applied Critical Leadership 
(ACL) model positions the critical leaders at the forefront to confront and transform spaces that 
have a history of marginalization and oppression. Drawing on intersecting identities, past 
experiences, and understandings of diverse groups, participants employ the ACL model to enact 
change with equity at the basis of their leadership.  
Motherhood 
All six participants in the study are mothers. Being a mother has significant impact on the 
participants’ motivation to create welcoming environments for RMS. Four of the six 
participants’ children have already completed some form of higher education. The other two 
participants, Destiny and Melanie, have younger children who are currently in elementary 
school. Destiny and Melanie use their motherhood experiences as an understanding to be 
engaged in their current leadership practices. Destiny uses her motherhood experiences to disrupt 
systems to make them better for when her boys enter higher education. She stated she engages in 
this line of work because she wants better for her boys. Melanie, on the other hand, uses her 





While half of the participants characterize motherhood as one of their understandings of 
motivation, they each have varying ways as to how it shows up in their work.  
Limitations 
There were a few limitations associated with the study. Due to these limitations, I made 
sure to focus on collecting rich data and grounding the study in a framework that speaks to the 
findings and help fills the gap in literature. The first limitation of this study was the sample of 
participants. There is a small cohort of African American women VPSAs to choose from for the 
sample size. More specifically, there was not a large number of participants who would be 
eligible to participate in my study. Thus, it was expected that my pool was limited. In addition, 
the small selection of participants raised concerned about the triangulation of data. There were 
six participants and interviews were the only form of data collection. To address this limitation, 
data can be triangulated by collecting additional interviews, conducting a survey, interviewing 
students, or even analyzing university documents/policies during the participants’ tenure. Next, 
this study does not speak for all Black women senior level administrators at PWIs; however, it is 
representative of the leadership practices and knowledges these Black women hold to engage in 
this line of work. Lastly, although institutional types varied, the location of each institution 
seemed to be clustered in the Midwest. The next section offers implications for future research 
and practice to address some of these limitations.  
Implications 
Research 
This work has provided additional insights into the leadership practices of Black women 
VPSAs at PWIs. Black women in senior level administrative positions play a vital role in not 





predominantly White institutions. I recommend that further research explores the students’ 
perspective in terms of the impact Black women senior level administrators have on students’ 
experiences. In so doing, the field of student affairs will be able to draw conclusions so that 
future practices can focus on the hiring and promotion of not only Black women, but women of 
color in senior level student affairs administration. With the increase of students of color on 
college campuses, institutions of higher education, particularly PWIs have not paid much 
attention to the recruiting and retention of African American faculty and administrators (Henry, 
2010). Similarly, to what participants shared, it is vital that all students see that Black women are 
capable of obtaining senior level positions that hold authority across various institutional types. 
Although the study did not directly focus on the hiring and retention practices of Black women in 
senior level administrative positions, future research should address these concerns in order to 
offer resources, services, and programs to fit the needs of minority women student affairs senior 
level administrators.  
 Many of the participants mentioned their experiences with Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCUs) on a variety of levels. Some participants attended a HBCU while 
others either worked at these institutions or sent their children to them. Nonetheless, participants 
spoke highly of their experiences, and attributed a lot of their success, motivation, and/or 
leadership practices to the HBCU model. For these reasons, I suggest further research should 
examine the preparedness of senior level administrators who attended an HBCU and how those 
experiences matriculate into their work at PWIs. Furthermore, this research may speak to the 
scholarship in various ways; in particular, this research may help alleviate and dismantle 
stereotypes associated with HBCUs. In addition, this research could speak to the importance of 





which were originally created for Black youths who were excluded from other institutions due to 
racial discrimination, are an integral part of higher education. The culture of HBCUs can best be 
characterized as a place of refuge—one of caring, one that builds confidence, and one that equips 
students with the required understandings and skills needed to make an immediate contribution 
to the global environment. I argue that future research should pay closer attention to how HBCUs 
prepare their students to lead in diverse environments.  
Third, I recommend future research include conducting focus group interviews with 
Black women senior level administrators to allow the participants to freely talk with and 
influence each other in the process of sharing their ideas and perceptions regarding being an 
administrator. Although this research may be timely and difficult to conduct, it will be beneficial 
to put this limited population in the same room to share ideas, experiences, and practices with 
one another. This future research could be a starting point for relationships and bonds to form 
across various institutions which could ultimately impact higher education collaboration.  
Lastly, drawing on the ACL framework, future research should explore the leadership 
practices of critical leaders from diverse backgrounds at varying positions in higher education. 
As a result, ACL would be able to add valuable insights to the literature by adequately 
explaining educational issues and challenges in response to a change in power, access, and 
achievement imbalances by using a critical perspective in an educational context. According to 
Santamaría and Santamaría (2013), this type of leadership is involved with the “deconstruction 
and reconstruction of social/cultural knowledge frameworks generating inequity acknowledging 
power and privilege and the dialectic between individual and social” (p. 563). Often times in the 
literature when leadership practices pertaining to social identities such as race and gender are 





studies focus on the negative experiences of individuals who hold marginalized identities, and 
research rarely approaches these experiences from an asset-based framework. Contrary to other 
frameworks, ACL reconceptualizes intersecting identities of racially minoritized individuals by 
approaching their leadership practices and experiences from a strengths-based model. 
Practice 
While institutions have an enormous responsibility to hire, retain, and create safe spaces 
for Black women at senior level positions, it must start in graduate education programs. It is also 
important for graduate programs to support a diverse body of students and prepare them to work 
in the field of student affairs at various levels. For instance, graduate education programs that 
focus on student affairs and/or educational administration programs should be the best place to 
create dialogue surrounding the importance of cultural relevancy, cultural pedagogy, and the 
importance of creating spaces that are equitable for everyone. Not only should such programs 
support and create dialogue around these issues, graduate education programs should be 
equipped with classes dedicated to teaching and preparing students in the program to lead in a 
way that creates equitable change at all levels across higher education. The framework used in 
this study demonstrates that new ways of thinking about and applying educational leadership 
offer an alternative practice from homogenous conceptualizations of what it means to lead in 
educational contexts. With the appropriate classes and trainings provided by graduate education 
programs students who are looking to attain administrative leadership roles can successfully 
begin to change the status quo of leadership.   
Findings from the research study also offer some implications for practice regarding 
hiring practices. Through this research and previous research studies, it is evident that PWIs need 





positions in the academy and being successful in their roles, participants also shared how they 
continue to be under close examination by their white colleagues. For example, participants 
talked about their physical appearance and how colleagues would comment on a change in 
appearance before commending them on their work. Behaviors such as these create a hostile 
environment for Black women in academia. In addition, participants commented on the lack of 
support at the senior level as well as colleagues criticizing their job competency. Although these 
women hold power within the institution, they still face scrutiny and negative criticism. Due to 
this, I offer three implications for practice.  
1. Support programs are necessary to ensure Black women in senior level administration not 
only remain in their position but are supported when prejudice, sexist, or racist behaviors 
are present in the work environment. Support could be structured in the form of 
professional development opportunities, support groups across campus for faculty and 
staff of color, as well as professional networks. This support will aid in faculty and staff 
of color being valued, respected, and included at PWIs.  
2. To help alleviate hostile environments for Black women and other women of color, 
extensive trainings should be mandatory across institutions. Trainings should take place 
across a series of days and in place of 2-3 hours during a retreat. By changing the 
institutional philosophy to value and exhibit multicultural competence, PWIs could 
improve the hiring and retention of African American women administrators and faculty 
(Patitu & Hinton, 2003). 
3. The implications of the study encourages institutions to provide funding and personnel 
resources to evaluate hiring practices within institutions. PWIs must pay close attention 
to their guidelines and criteria for hiring new personnel, so that these hiring practices 
reduce failed diversifying attempts. One suggestion would be to have a personnel 
manager advise the hiring committee and provide guidelines to ensure institutions are 
practicing appropriate hiring practices. 
To implement institutional change across higher education it is vital that everyone affiliated with 
the institution is committed to the change. It is more than just the responsibility of senior level 





demographics of students, faculty, and staff organizations must take steps toward activist 
leadership.  
Activist leadership moves beyond simply stating that there is a commitment to equity, 
educational access, racial/ethnic diversity, and gender participation. It is a form of 
leadership that demonstrates through active engagement, within and outside the campus 
community, the importance and vital nature of building an inclusive community. To 
execute this form of activist leadership to affirm diversity, Zamani-Gallaher and 
colleagues propose 6 steps. (Zamani-Gallaher, O’Neil Green, Brown, & Stovall, 2009, p. 
172). 
 
The six steps include:  
1. Take a clear diversity stance  
2. Craft and articulate a clear message to campus constituents  
3. Educate the press/media  
4. Encourage and participate in ongoing dialogues  
5. Use a leadership team approach  
6. Revise or correct failed practices.  
Summary 
 The purpose of this study was to identify how Vice Presidents of Student Affairs’ role 
contribute to student development outside of the classroom by understanding how VPSAs 
address belongingness and create supportive environments for racially minoritized students. As a 
group, all participants represented vice presidents for student affairs at predominantly White 
institutions. Institutional demographics included three private not-for profit 4-year institutions 
and three public 4-year institutions. Two institutions are located on the East coast, while the 
remaining four institutions are located in the Midwest. I interviewed six Black women VPSAs by 
conducting in-depth interviews via in person and telephone. Each participant was interviewed on 





resulted in hours of transcribed data. The findings of the study not only revealed participants’ 
leadership practices, it suggested that an individual’s internalization of culture, identity, and 
environment were influences to their method of practices. Santamaría & Santamaría’s (2012) 
Applied Critical Leadership was integrated as the interpretative lens in order to capture the 
leadership practices of Black women from three different lenses.  
 All the women in the study displayed a myriad of leadership practices to create a 
welcoming environment for RMS. Leadership practices included a number of behaviors, 
practices, and policies to ensure a more welcoming environment on their respective campuses. 
Some behaviors included creating robust relationships with students, while other behaviors 
included othermothering. In addition to these behaviors, participants engaged in several 
practices, including: hiring diverse staff within their units, addressing racial issues immediately, 
providing students with a platform to speak, as well as mandatory diversity training for their 
staff. VPSAs also advanced existing policies to guarantee RMS were a part of the conversation. 
It is important to point out that while these Black women senior level administrators engage in 
these leadership practices to help create a more welcoming environment; they are also aware of 
what understandings contribute to their motivation to do so. Understandings were categorized by 
upbringing, lived experiences, education/prior work experience, role models, racial 
identity/cultural background, and motherhood.  
 While African American women in the United States face racial and gender 
discrimination of being Black and female, not all of their experiences are highlighted in 
negativity. Though their journeys have been trying, significant contributions have been made, 
and as a result, many have reaped the benefits of their accomplishments. Despite the insignificant 





their professional and institutional challenges. Competition has been thought to be one of the 
most important interactions in various aspects of life. Higher education institutions are no 
different. If higher education institutions want to continue to compete against one another, they 
must start by hiring, promoting, and retaining Black women as resources and assets to the 
university. Doing so will demonstrate significant improvements for institutions in terms of 
providing culturally engaging campus environments, which are associated with higher levels of 
sense of belonging, and in turn, a greater likelihood of success in higher education (Museus, 
2014). In DuBois’ 1935 essay “Does the Negro Need Separate Schools” he writes, “The proper 
education of any people includes sympathetic touch between teacher and pupil; knowledge of the 
part of the teacher, not simply of the individual taught, but of his surroundings and background.” 
I argue that Black women hold the knowledge and maybe even the experiences to be capable of 
working in senior level positions, not only at PWIs, but at higher education institutions in 
general. Black women are more than capable due to their internalization of culture, intersecting 
identities, and environmental influences. Thus, these findings can facilitate an environment that 
will help institutions embrace an inclusive academy by understanding Black women’s impact on 
racially minoritized students by moving their institutions from common knowledge to practical 
action, resulting in educational change. Hence, PWIs need to concentrate on building their 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol 
Interview Protocol  
Good morning/afternoon. Thank you for participating in my study. Today’s interview questions 
will be separated into four categories surrounding your personal experiences, institutional and 
student related questions, as well as leadership questions. Just a reminder this study seeks to 
understand how Black women VPSAs racial group membership informs their work when 
working with racially minoritized students. Given what the study is about when referring to you, 
do you prefer I use African American or Black? The first set of questions will be about your 
personal experiences, identity, and background.  If you have any questions, please feel free to 
stop me at any time. Are you ready to begin?  
Personal Experiences/Identity/Background  
1. How do you self-identify? This can be very broad & open for interpretation.  
a. How do these descriptors play a role in your life if at all?  
b. How much importance do you place on your identity as a Black or AA woman?  
2. Please tell me about yourself, what is your current position, and how long you have been 
in that position?  
3. What educational preparation and specific career paths led you to your current leadership 
position?   
a. When did you realize you wanted to pursue this line of work? Was there an   
epiphany moment or certain experience that led you to this career?  
4. When you think about your life experiences and their impact on who you are today, what 
comes to mind?  
5. From your experience, how has your race as a Black or AA woman played a role in your 
ability to build relationships in the workplace?  
6. From your experience, how has your gender played a role in your ability to build 
relationships in the workplace?  
 
Institutional Questions  
7. What does a typical workday look like for you?  
8. How many offices do you oversee as the VPSA?  





10. Do you see this as occurring frequently on campus with students, staff, faculty, and/or 
administrators?  
11. Have you personally experienced microaggressions while in your current position?  
a. How do you address and handle these microaggressions?  
12. How do you address racial or gender issues on campus?   
13. How do you address other issues related to identity such as sexual orientation, religious 
affiliation, etc. on campus?  
14. What is the demographic make-up of faculty, staff, and administrators at the university?  
15. What does this demographic make-up look like in terms of directors and executive 
directors within student affairs?  
16. How satisfied are you with the progress that the university has made with hiring 
practices?  
17. How would you evaluate the university’s efforts in terms of diverse hiring practices?   
18. What are the primary units, offices, etc. that have work directly related to diversity issues 
on campus? (You do not necessarily have to name specific people)  
a. Do any of them report to you?  
b. If so, how is this structure working?  
c. Are they successful in terms of addressing and providing diversity related 
programming and work? If they are what do you attribute that success to?  
19. Do you feel you are being successful in terms of diversity related issues? To what do you 
attribute your success?  
20. Describe your work with faculty, staff, and administrators in your current role.  
21. What types of organizations, offices, and resources are provided for racially minoritized 
students?  
22. How do you define change? 
23. How do you affect change?  
24. What issues/challenges in your line of work do you see that are taking longer to change? 
How do you cope?  
Student Related Questions  
25. What is the demographic make-up of your students?  
26. What cities and surrounding area(s) does the university normally recruit from? 
27. Describe your work with students in your current role. Do you work directly with them or 
is it more so through various student affairs offices?    
28. When working with students to solve problems how does your identity manifest? Do you 
tell stories, use colloquialisms, or other mechanisms to relate to students?  
29. How does your identity allow you to see the social context of the campus?  
30. What type of personal experiences do you bring to the table when advocating for racially 
minoritized students?  
31. What identity descriptors (question 3) do you find yourself using more frequently when 
working with racially minoritized students? 
32. How often is it a conscious response that you know that you are drawing on these 





33. Do you see yourself as a mentor to the racially minoritized students on campus? 
34. What policies are in place at your current institution that helps retain racially minoritized 
students? 
35. Are there situations or circumstances when you advocate for racially minoritized students 
when they are not in the room? This can be in terms of policies, events (community or 
campus), or any personal scenarios you have. For example, when there are cultural 
moments that are primarily anchored in the AA community do you advocate for them?  
Leadership Questions 
36. Does your racial identity impact your ability to lead? If so, how? 
37. Please rank the importance of each of the following in terms of how often you call on 
them to be effective in your work.  
a. Leadership theories  
b. Language and communication  
c. Cultural background  
d. Personal and professional experiences  
38. Do you follow any leadership theories or models in your work?  If so, which ones and 
why? 
39. How important is incorporating leadership theories/models into your work?  
40. How does language/communication allow you to practice effective leadership? 
41. How do you use your cultural background to see alternative perspectives?  
42. How do you incorporate your personal/professional experiences to practice effective 
leadership?   
43. What leadership experiences have you had that has caused you to think differently about 
being a Black or AA woman or have made you more reflective about being a Black or 
AA woman?  
44. Knowing what you know now, what would you have done differently to obtain a 
leadership position in higher education?   
45. What advice would you give other Black women who are looking to obtain leadership 












Appendix C: Demographic Questionnaire 
1. What is your age?  
a. 29 or younger  
b. 30-39  
c. 40-49 
d. 50-59 
e. 60 or over  
2. What is your highest degree earned?  
a. Ph.D. 
b. Ed.D.  
c. Masters  
d. Other (please list) __________________________  
3. List the institution(s) where you have earned degrees, including community college 
transfers if applicable.  
__________________________                 ____________________________ 
__________________________                  ____________________________ 
__________________________                  _____________________________  
4. Please list your area of study at your undergraduate institution. _____________________ 
5. Please list your area of study at your graduate institution. _________________________  
6. How many years of experience do you have in higher education administration?  
a. Less than 10 years  
b. 10-15 years  
c. 15-20 years  
d. 20-25 years  
e. 25 years or more  
7. During your career how many institutions have you worked at?  




e. More than 6  
8. How many years have you been in your current position?  
a. Less than 1 year  
b. 1-3 years  
c. 3-6 years  
d. 6-9 years  
e. More than 9 years  
9. What position did you hold prior to your current leadership position? ________________ 
